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Abstract of thesis entitled: 
CONSUMPTION AND ADVERTISING IN URBAN CHINA： 
THE CONSTRUCTION AND PURSUIT OF A MIDDLE CLASS WAY OF LIFE 
Submitted by Chu Sheng Hua 
for the degree of Master of Philosophy in Sociology 
at The Chinese University of Hong Kong in December 2000 
This thesis explores an under-studied territory both in Sociology and in 
contemporary China studies - consumption. With the opening up of China and the 
subsequent economic reform commencing in 1980，China has undergone a 
consumption revolution in the past twenty years. Some people who “get rich first" 
demonstrate different lifestyles and consumption practices. Among these people are a 
group of "new middle class" in formation, who has become the trendsetter in urban 
China. This study intends to outline the main features and themes of the urban 
middle class consumer culture, with a focus in Guangzhou. 
Being caught into the process of globalisation and bombarded by various 
western products and images, Chinese consumers are developing their middle class 
identities through consumption as a means of cultivating differences, communicating 
and integrating with groups of similar social status and dispositions. The experience 
of this emergent new class in a socialist country in transition casts light on the 
current sociological discussion on consumption, as well as stratification. 
Data of this study mainly comes from secondary materials. In particular, print 
advertisements from newspapers and magazines are selected for systematic scrutiny. 
To better comprehend the data, both content analysis and semiotic analysis are 
adopted to examine these advertisements. Other statistical reports, government 
documents and surveys are also consulted. 
In looking at how differences are cultivated through the construction of an 
ideal home and the consumption of technologies, it is found that conspicuous or 
extravagant consumption is no longer highly valued. Increasingly, the rising new 
middle class in China exhibit a cultivated and sophisticated taste towards their style 
of life. In general, they have a desire for natural, simple things, are health conscious, 
and are eager to enhance their cultural capital via education and learning. Signs and 
images of the advertisements reflect how this new social group establishes distinction 
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CHAPTER 1 CONSUMPTION: THE PRISM OF CONTEMPORARY CHINA 
I. INTRODUCTION： CONSUMPTION IN CHINA 
Since the inception of economic reform in 1978, China has undergone 
economic and social changes at a furious pace. One of these changes is the 
emergence of consumerism as a way of life. With per capita material consumption 
rising at an average annual rate of 7%, consumption is now a common experience of 
urban Chinese people in their everyday life. On can hardly imagine that twenty years 
ago, individual consumption was almost not possible. The sheer speed and scale of 
this consumption revolution cannot escape anyone's attention. Empirical evidence 
reveals that this phenomenal change is unparalleled in world history and rigorous 
research is required. 
Amidst the profusion of studies on China, some economic/marketing studies 
have been eager to understand the so-called "1.2 billion Chinese consumers" and 
actively explore "who consumes what" with a view to setting a long-term strategic 
business plan (e.g. Chow et al. 1999; Li 1998; Rice & Lu 1988; Wu 1999). 
Unfortunately, the subject has commanded only scattered attention in sociological 
inquiry. Sociological discussion, such as that initiated by Leslie Sklair (1995), has 
remained far and few between. While Sklair provides insights from a global-system 
perspective by explaining how the culture-ideology of consumerism has embraced 
China，it was not until recently that empirical works focusing on particular 
consumption practices and experiences emerge, noticeably those collated in Deborah 
Davis，(2000) ground-breaking book on The Consumer Revolution in Urban China. 
Consumption is definitely one piece of puzzles indispensable to the study of 
contemporary China in transition. Until the late 1970s, China had followed a policy 
of guaranteed work, subsidised necessities and discouraging consumption 
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gratification. Consumption was characterised by non-commercial, redistributive 
practices termed "massified consumption" (Lu 2000: 130). The homogeneous 
welfare distribution & living standard were determined by one's workplace and 
controlled by bureaucratic channels under Party supervision. Leisure, if any, was 
regulated by the state and work units. Urban life was thus organised according to the 
Communist ideology that emphasised growth over consumption, equality over 
efficiency and group identity over individualism. 
This stands in stark contrasts with post-Mao China's situation where the 
growth of a consumer society and an environment of conspicuous consumption have 
become the most striking features. The official ideology towards consumption has 
changed from one of austerity, hated symbols of decadent capitalism to 
encouragement of consumption. Ever since Deng Xiaoping, the chief architect of 
China's economic reform, announced that "to get rich is glorious", consumption has 
become an incentive for those who work hard and succeed in the market economy. 
During this period, leisure and consumption activities are said to have undergone 
processes of depoliticisation, privatisation, diversification, Westernisation, 
commercialisation and polarisation (Wang 2000: 253). In fact, the separation of 
location of production from the location of consumption has resulted in a shift in 
people's self-perceptions from comrades to consumers (Croll 1999: 19). Obviously, a 
“cult of consumerism" has replaced the "cult of austerity" advocated in the Mao era 
(Hopper 1994b: 24). The economic reform indeed marks an ideological liberation for 
China where material pursuits are legitimised. 
Studying consumption is not only crucial to the understanding of the material 
life and culture in China, but also provides a "way in" to some of the most intriguing 
debates and issues in sociology and China studies, such as stratification, class and 
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gender identities, inequality... etc., all of which have to be understood in the broader 
context of urbanisation, globalisation and socialist countries transition. As such, 
consumption is a constellation linking various issues of interest for the social 
scientists. 
II. MATERIAL CONDITIONS UNDER COMMUNIST CHINA 
The rampant consumerism that has swept over China has to be understood in 
the backdrop of the immediate past experience of the communist China. Under the 
centrally planned economy, the socialist economic priorities of production over 
consumption, heavy over light industries, and autarky (complete self-sufficiency) 
over trade led to chronic shortages of necessities of life (Komai 1992: 170-175). To 
deal with shortages of virtually all types of consumer products in the 1950s, the 
Chinese Government launched a rationing system to control supply and ensure the 
provision of necessities, i.e. a coupon was needed to buy almost everything. A 
typical list of rationed items for urban residents include rice, flour, eggs, edible oil, 
cloth ...etc. Poultry and seafood were only available during holiday seasons. 
Consumer durables such as watches, sewing machines, televisions and refrigerators 
were under tight control by work units, and were therefore status symbols of the time 
(Barrett & Li 1999: 100-101). 
Poverty as a virtue was trumpeted by Mao and the official media during the 
years of collectivism. A proletarian lifestyle characterised by "hard work and plain 
living" (jianku pusu) was inculcated. Consumption beyond basic necessity would be 
condemned as corruption and despicable bourgeois lifestyle, which were subject to 
criticism (Zhao 1997: 46). "New clothes wear out three years, worn out clothes last 
another three years, and worn out clothes with patches wear out another three years" 
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(新三年、舊三年、縫縫補^#又三年)was the representation of the common 
consumption practice at that time. The public was forced to tighten their belts and to 
sacrifice the desired level of consumption, postponing or neglecting certain needs. 
There were few differences in consumption patterns and lifestyles. The pre-reform 
period was therefore characterised by passive, standardised, homogeneous and low 
level of consumption. 
It was not until the 1980s that the rationing of consumer goods in China 
gradually disappeared. A series of market reforms stimulated both agricultural and 
industrial growth, and shortages of consumer goods eased through the opening up of 
private market. The quality and variety of consumer goods and services also began to 
improve due to keen market competition. The concept of consumer has gained 
increasing importance and consumer tastes and styles have been taken into 
consideration by producers. The change from a government-directed collective 
consumption to a consumer-oriented individual consumption has given people more 
free choice in the market. Consumerism suddenly becomes irresistible to the 
materially deprived. 
III . THE ADVENT INTO A CONSUMER SOCIETY 
Dynamism of the market reform has unleashed new social forces and 
different strands of development, facilitating China's advent into a consumer society. 
The increase in disposable income, gradual liberalisation of the distribution system, 
emergence of a capital-owning class and the proliferation of consumption 
information have all contributed to the change in consumption structures and the 
development of a consumer society. 
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Increase in the Level of Affluence 
The annual per capita income, adjusted for inflation, doubled between 1978 
and 1990, and experienced another 50% increase between 1990 and 1994 (China 
Statistical Yearbook 1995: 257). While the income level is still low by Western 
standards, purchasing power is boosted by government subsidies for basic necessities 
such as housing, health care and transport, as well as low tax rate. Heavy subsidies 
allow most income gains to go straight to disposable income, enabling the purchase 
of big or even luxury consumer items. Further, the overall increase of wage and 
disposable income gives birth to a new generation of consumers who have more 
money to spend than previous generations. 
Deng Xiaoping made a remark in 1979 that China's Four Modernisation 
Programme was aimed at realising the xiaokang (/J�康）level of living for the 
Chinese people by the end of the twentieth century and this had been incorporated in 
several Five-Year Plans. Literally, xiaokang means "a relatively comfortable life", 
having fulfilled the basic needs of having enough to wear and eat. In 1994，more than 
half of the households have achieved the xiaokang standard of living, with a per 
capita GNP of US$800-1000 (Lu 2000: 125). 
The State Planning Commission divided the urban households into 5 types 
according to their annual family income, as shown in Table 1. The xiaokang 
households constituted 66% of the total population. Together with the well-off and 
the rich strata, over 76% of the Chinese population are above subsistent level. With 
this level of affluence, consumption patterns would shift from meeting survival needs 
to focusing on pleasure and development. 
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Table 1 Five Major Types of Urban Households (1996) 
Household Type Financial Situation Characteristics Percentage 
Poor annual income less than Impoverished families 1.92% 
(貧困 /pinkuan) 5,000 yuan; average including unemployed and 
household financial capital retired workers 
of around 3,000 yuan  
Subsistent annual income ranging barely getting along families 22.04% 
(溫飽 / wenbao) from 5,000 to 10,000 including state workers living 
yuan; in small and medium cities 
average household with no other source of income 
financial capital of around 
9,000 yuan  
Above-subsistent annual income from dwellers living in medium and 66.69% 
(小康 / xiaokang) 10,000 to 30,000 yuan; large cities, mainly in the 
average household coastal areas 
financial capital of around 
28,000 yuan  
Well-off annual income from Employees in foreign invested 7.15% 
(富裕 lfuyu)\ 30,000 to 100,000 yuan; enterprises or joint ventures at 
average household the management level, tourist 
financial capital of around guide for foreigners, lawyers, 
87,000 yuan beauticians, ...etc.  
Rich annual income of more private entrepreneurs, owners 2.2% 
iM 豪 / fuhao) than 100,000 yuan; of joint ventures, 
average household actors/actress, sportsmen, 
financial capital of around famous artists and 
280,000 yuan writers...etc.  
Source: re-organised from Wang Xiaodong (1999: 197) and Yin (1999: 277-278) 
De-regularisation of the Marketing System 
One result of China's economic reform has been the deregulation of the 
consumer goods distribution system. The old mechanism was modelled on the 
former Soviet Union, where both purchases and sales were highly centralised and 
monopolised by state-run stores {tongguo tongxiao / 糸充購統銷)under the Ministry of 
Commerce and the Ministry of Materials, which served as the sole legitimate links 
between producers and consumers (HKTDC 1994: 2). With the gradual 
relinquishment of state monopoly of the distribution system, most consumer goods 
today are distributed by wholesalers and retailers of diverse ownership, namely, 
state，collective, private and sino-foreign joint ventures. The operating channels 
have also been broadened to include department stores, specialised stores, shopping 
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centres, supermarkets, commodity trade markets, and more recently chain stores, 
catering to different consumer groups (HKTDC 1994: 14). Accessibility to consumer 
products is therefore largely improved. 
The growing importance of cities as regional distribution centres boosted the 
total sales of China's wholesale and retail enterprises to 1,764 billion yuan in 1997. 
The privately-owned and foreign-invested enterprises registered a staggering growth 
in sales of more than 25% (HKTDC 1999: 1). In Guangdong, foreign-invested retail 
outlets are mushrooming, accounting for 14.3% of its total retail sales (HKTDC 1999: 
6). To name a few, Wal-Mart, Carrefour, 7-Eleven and Le Printemps have already 
gained foothold in China's retail sector. Foreign goods and global brand name 
products are flooding into cities all over China. 
Emergence of a Capital Owning Class 
In socialist countries, stratification structures are determined by redistributive 
economies in which bureaucratic powers monopolise resource allocation and reward 
distribution. There is a strict and low wage system and some other non-wage rewards 
are accorded to people of various political positions in the hierarchy. All class 
distinctions and occupational rankings are subject to political and ideological control. 
This situation is no exception for the communist China. During the Cultural 
Revolution, China went through a period of destratification whereby measures were 
taken by the state to use political commitments as the major criterion for 
occupational placement (Chiu 1999: 315). The politically inscribed class labels 
created a social hierarchy and prestige based on political purity. 
In the early stage of reform, people who made an initial success due to 
change in ownership structures were publicised as "ten thousand yuan households" 
{wanyuanhu\ usually characterised by a care-free spending habit and an extravagant 
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lifestyle. Reports on how the “dakuan,, (tycoons) or "fat cats" engage in senseless 
competition on spending and conspicuously snap up luxury goods like imported cars, 
brand name clothes, watches and alcoholic beverages abound (e.g. Cao 1993; Wen 
1994). They marked the emergence of a new group of people rich in economic 
capital under the socialist regime "with Chinese characteristics". 
Among these winners in the new system, the owner-operators of private 
enterprises were the first to benefit and reap the highest income. Initially, many were 
said to make money through unethical or illegal means. However, with more 
opportunities available, even urban privileged quit their government jobs to engage 
in private businesses，resulting in the so-called wave of xiahai (plunging into the sea 
of commerce). Many of these well-educated^ urbanites started private businesses 
closely related to their job experience: high technology, consulting, advertising...etc. 
Others with political and managerial backgrounds used their connections to become 
brokers between entrepreneurs, markets and bureaucracies. They brought in new 
expertise and skills, as well as a positive image of entrepreneurs - innovative, risk-
taking and decisive. Successful entrepreneurs have now become inspiring role 
models and enjoy favourable publicity and respect. 
The expansion of the service and commercial sectors has also resulted in the 
rise of what Bourdieu termed the "new cultural intermediaries" or "symbolic 
professionals". They usually engage in occupations concerned with the production, 
marketing and dissemination of symbolic goods and services. Most often they work 
in the media, design, fashion, advertising, tourism, public relations and other para-
intellectual information occupations. Some of them also belong to the "transnational 
‘A survey of those who permanently leave or apply no-pay leave with the state 
enterprises shows that 52.8% are of post-secondary education and 43.6% are of 
upper secondary school level (Wu & K^AI 197: 13). 
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capitalist class", i.e. executives working in transnational corporations, capitalist-
inspired politicians and professionals，who play a vital role in the promotion of the 
culture-ideology of consumerism (Sklair 1994: 2). 
In China, this new wealthy social group is often loosely referred to as the 
"white collar", who obtain their power and position from economic capital, 
credentials and/or expertise rather than from their position in the bureaucratic 
hierarchy of the state. They thus have a very different set of attitudes, aspirations and 
lifestyles from the bureaucratic elite that constitutes the "old middle class" in China. 
As their class identities are still fluid, consumption becomes an effective means by 
which they establish their distinction with other social groups. 
Explosion of Consumption Information 
In the past 20 years, the mediascape of China has become increasingly 
commercialised and liberalised. One obvious evidence is the omnipresence of 
commercial advertisements. Chinese people have undergone a process of collective 
socialisation to become a modem consumer through inescapable exposure to 
advertisements via all sorts of channels - from television, newspapers, magazines to 
billboards and posters on the streets. As Wei and Pan (1999: 79) note, for a 
population that “suffered from a blackout of news and information from the outside 
world for a quarter of a century", such information is relatively novel and a catalyst 
to the emergence of consumer culture. Advert isements encourage a new consumption 
philosophy and expose Chinese people to a lifestyle which is foreign and attractive to 
them, particularly in those aspects as how people relate to goods, people, value, 
money，consumption and enjoyment. 
Television, newspaper, magazine, and radio are the four major media of 
advertising (Table 2). Of the four media involved, television still dominates the 
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advertising market by having 26.54% of market share, while magazines have enjoyed 
the fastest growing rate, with a 25% advertising expenditures increase in 1999 than 
previous year. The influence of radio has experienced a decline but newspaper still 
enjoys a steady growth in advertising income and remains as an important source of 
consumption information. Recently, advertising via the internet has also become a 
trend with the increasing number of new web pages created everyday. 
Table 2 Advertising Expenditures of Major Media (1998 and 1999) 
Media Source Expenditures (billion yuan) ~ 
1998 1999 I Increase (%) Market shar^ 
~ TV _ 13.56 — 15.61 ~ 15.12 26.54 ~ 
Newspaper 10.43 11.23 一7.63 18.05 
Radio 一 1.33 1.25 -5.86 2 
Magazine 0.71 0.89 m 2j01 
Source: Fan (2000: 21) 
Change in Consumption Structures 
Consumption structures refer to the percentage of various consumption items 
over all consumption expenses. The change of consumption structures serves as a 
good indicator of the actual content of consumption, both in terms of quantity and 
quality. Table 3 presents the major changes in urban consumption structures. Most 
obvious has been a decrease in the percentage of food consumption as reflected in 
the declining Engel's co-efficient. Engel's co-efficient shows the decreasing 
proportion of household expenditure on food items as income rises. 1994 was the 
first time in the history of China where the average annual per capita spending on 
food dropped below 50% of income (Li 1998: 162). This also suggests that other 
priorities on consumption have emerged and food consumption is now dictated by 
demand for quality instead of quantity. In this connection, expenditures on services 
such as medical care, transportation, telecommunications and cultural activities have 
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increased. With the acceleration of housing reform, the expenditure in housing, water, 
electricity and fuel has also experienced a substantial growth. 
Table 3 Major Changes in Urban Consumption Structures 
Percentage of Annual per Capita Expenditures 
Year ^ Housing Transport and 
Communications 
1980 56.7 4.3 H  
1985 — 52.2 5.6 — U  
1994 49.9 6.8 4.7 
Source: Zeng et al. (1997: 51) 
The above discussions on changes in the material conditions, the physical and 
symbolic marketing systems piece together a picture that a culture-ideology of 
consumerism is under way in China (Sklair 1994: 4). What is emerging in China is 
not only a consumer society, but also a consumer culture, in which "the majority of 
consumers avidly desire (and some noticeable portion pursue, acquire, and display) 
goods and services that are valued for non-utilitarian reason, such as status seeking, 
envy provocation, and novelty seeking" (Belk 1988: 105). 
IV . GUANGZHOU： CENTER OF CONSUMPTION 
The exponential growth in consumption, however, has not been uniform 
throughout the whole country. Skewed income distribution has left large pockets of 
poverty. Despite an average of 9% real increase in the annual income per capita, 
there has been a significant disparity between urban and rural growth, with urban 
growth averaging 12% while that for the rural averages only 4% (Chin & Towler 
1996: 4). The main thrust of economic growth has always been in urban areas, and in 
large cities along the eastern coast, such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. There 
are significant differences in purchasing power and attitudes between rural and urban 
residents due to the uneven development process and the fragmented nature of 
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consumers. In view of the diversity, it is considered more productive to concentrate 
on a single urban site and to follow local development over an extended period. 
Guangzhou, a city where consumption sites and sights concentrate and the intensity 
of advertising is most pronounced, is chosen as the research site of this study. 
Location 
Guangzhou is the capital city of Guangdong with a population of over 60 
million people. As China's sixth largest city, it is the hub of the Pearl River Delta in 
southern China. Geographical proximity to Hong Kong also makes it the first area to 
benefit from China's economic reform since the mid-1980s. The city of Guangzhou 
is located on the eastern shore of the Pearl River and is divided into two by the East 
River which runs through the centre of the city (Map 1). There are "old cities 
districts" and "new cities districts". The former include four districts: Liwan, Yuexiu, 
Dongshan and Haizhu whereas the latter refer to Fangcim, Huangpu, Tianhe and 
Baiyun. As Guangzhou city is already densely crowded, Tianhe District has been 
designated by the Municipal Planning Bureau as the new city centre and the targeting 
area for future residential and commercial development. 
One Step Ahead 
As the first area to be given permission to open to the outside world, 
Guangdong has taken the lead in experimenting and introducing many of the urban 
reforms. As Vogel (1989) remarks, it is always "one step ahead in China". Its 
importance as a model for other cities is best summarised in a common saying: 
"Hong Kong leams from the West, Guangzhou learns from Hong Kong, and the rest 
of China leams from Guangzhou" (Cui 1997: 37). Guangdong has provided many 
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Adopting the classification of urban households as in Table 1, Guangdong had 
39% of well-off ifuyu) households and 19% of rich (fuhao) households in 1996，a lot 
higher than the national level (Wang Xiaodong 1999: 197). Guangzhou also has the 
highest per capita income among cities in China. In 1997，the annual per capita 
income of urban Guangzhou residents was 10,445 yuan (IMI 1998: 29). Table 4 
shows that its per capita consumption expenditure is also the highest. 
Table 4 Yearly per Capita Consumption Expenditures 
in Five Largest Cities (yuan) 
^ 
Guangzhou 1,044 2,592 8,556 
— Shanghai 984 2,050 6,822 
Beijing 907 1,787 — 5,868 
— Nanjing - 1,506 4,658 
Wuhan 726 1,465 4,170 
Source: Statistical Yearbook of Guangzhou (1991: 324; 1996: 374) 
The secondary and tertiary industries in Guangzhou have experienced rapid 
growth since 1990. In 1994, total GDP in the tertiary industry began to surpass that of 
the secondary industry. The three industries accounted for 5.19%, 46.35% and 
48.46% of the city's GDP respectively in 1997 (IMI 1998: 27). The total value of 
tertiary industry in 1998 enjoyed an increase of 14.7% than previous year, followed 
by 12.6% in secondary industry and 4% in primary industry (Guangdong Yearbook 
1999: 580). Of the 4.5 million people employed in Guangzhou, 20.6%, 38.4% and 
41.0% were from the primary, secondary and tertiary industry respectively in 1999 
{Guangzhou Daily March 6, 2000). Expansion of the tertiary industry has nurtured a 
group of new consumers with different tastes. 
Rapid urbanisation of Guangdong helps boost sales of consumer goods. As a 
major retail centre, Guangzhou's total retail sales exceeded 80 billion yuan in 1998， 
an increase of 17% over 1997 (HKTDC 1999: 60). Prime shopping areas are 
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expanding quickly, including Renmin South Road, Tianhe, Shangjiu/Xiajiu Road and 
Beijing Road. Competition is keen among the growing number of department stores 
and shopping centres. For example, Guangzhou Department Store, Friendship Store, 
Nanfang Da Sha and Xindaxin Company are long-established ones whereas Teem 
Plaza and Won City in Tianhe, together with Li wan Plaza in Shanjiu/Xiajiu Road, are 
newly built modem shopping arcades. All these constructions provide opportunities 
for consumer gaze and display. 
V . OBJECTIVES OF STUDY 
Against the above background, the empirical task of this study is to chart the 
development and change of urban consumer culture since economic reform in 1980, 
mainly through an examination of print advertisements. As consumption is such an 
under-explored territory in the study of China, identification of the major features and 
themes of consumer culture would be a worthwhile undertaking. More importantly, 
with continuous opening up, increase in level of affluence and changing stratification 
structures, it is expected that a middle class way of life is emerging in China. This 
study therefore also examines the symbolically constructed lifestyles, consumption 
values and aspirations of the emergent social group in a whole new world of goods 
and desires. 
The new middle class construct and display their new gained identities most 
prominently in the cultural field of consumption. Consumption and material 
possession have gradually replaced political affiliation and production work unit in 
the definition of one's social status and group boundaries. The parameters of social 
stratification are being reset. Busily repositioning themselves in the new market-
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oriented economy, the new middle class construct and affirm their social position 
through consumption behaviour and leisure practices. 
The rising middle class are eager to distinguish themselves not only from the 
lower working class and the bureau-technocrats under the old system, but also the 
nouveaux riches who manage to get a quick success in the new economy. Through 
what and how they consume, they define who they are and establish boundaries and 
distinction with other social groups. Advertisements are rich cultural documents 
through which various ways in cultivating differences can be elucidated. 
Not surprisingly, some researchers have begun to examine the growing “(new) 
middle class" or "new rich" in China. As noted by Goodman's pioneering study, the 
new middle class is an important research focus because of their influence as trend-
setters in a number of ways (1998: 58). Their behaviour and activities set standards 
that others aspire to follow, especially in the patterns of consumption. The middle 
class is portrayed in the media and advertising industries as a model to members of 
other aspiring classes, who often come to emulate it or to define their identities 
against it. 
In a country where politics has played a crucial role in its development, the 
socio-political milieu is expected to have a tremendous impact on people's 
consumption behaviour and practices. Under these circumstances, conspicuous 
consumption, as frequently discussed in early reports of the "new rich", does not seem 
to be a politically-sensitive means of demonstrating one's wealth. This study will look 
for the developing sensibilities and outlook of the new middle class and debunk the 
myth of conspicuous consumption. 
As this study is exploratory in nature, at the theoretical level, it does not aim to 
adjudicate the various theories of consumption or to settle any polemics. It is in the 
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process of empirical investigation that we understand how the theories can be best 
utilised in understanding the social phenomena and to appreciate the complexity of 
the issues involved. Therefore, some major concepts and thematic views will be 
reviewed, and their applicability to the peculiar situation in China will also be 
discussed. As a socialist society in the midst of abrupt changes, western theories 
formulated on the basis of a relatively stable society are questioned. 
In short, this study intends to provide an empirically grounded, historically 
sensitive and geographically contextualised style of research to understand how 
consumption and advertising manifest changing social structures and construct 
emergent middle class lifestyles. This "groundwork", I believe, would be fruitful as a 
start. 
V I . ORGANISATION OF THESIS 
This thesis is organised into seven chapters. The first chapter highlights the 
importance of consumption as the lens through which Chinese society can be 
understood. It also sets the scene by documenting the background against which 
consumption and advertising developed in contemporary China. Chapter 2 presents a 
thematic view of the major sociological accounts of consumption and points out 
aspects that are potentially useful to the current study. Chapter 3 sets out the 
methodology adopted, as well as the advantages and limitations of the research design. 
Chapter 4 illustrates the development of advertising and consumption since market 
reform, the rise of the new middle class as a major consumption group and their 
consumption practices, mainly through objective facts and figures. Print 
advertisements from newspapers and magazines are analysed in detail in the following 
two chapters. Chapter 5 reveals how differences are cultivated through housing 
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advertisements and the construction of an ideal home for the middle class. Chapter 6 
discusses other consumption "hot points" surrounding technologies, viz. household 
electrical appliances, information and communication technologies and private cars, 
which together ensemble the idealised lifestyle of the middle class. The final chapter 
intends to marshal the threads developed in the previous sections and provides a 
vision of the general consumption outlook and sensibilities currently emerging in the 
construction towards a middle class way of life. The political nature of consumption 
in China is highlighted. Some suggestions for future studies are also explored. 
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CHAPTER t SOCIOLOGICAL THEORISING OF CONSUMPTION： I n m m i c ISSUES 
I. THE ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF CONSUMPTION： FROM PRODUCTION TO 
CONSUMPTION 
"Consumption is a new meeting place, a point of intersection which facilitates 
encounters between disciplines” (Nava et al 1997:1-2). 
It is these interdisciplinary exchanges and confrontations that result in the 
resetting of assumptions and parameters of the discipline. In Sociology, the focus 
changes from production and class to how commodities are bought, understood and 
used. Conventional Sociology has assumed the primacy of production over 
consumption, according a secondary or determined status to consumption. People's 
relationship to production is seen as the fundamental determinant of their life 
experience. Such an emphasis on production implies that consumption is less 
important than, or subordinate to, the real world of work. 
As Daniel Miller (1987: 3) comments, there is "an overwhelming 
concentration on the area of production as the key generative arena for the 
emergence of the dominant social relations in contemporary societies, and a 
comparative neglect of consumption". It is therefore not surprising that he has called 
for the "acknowledgement of consumption" (1995: 1)，a subject influential at both 
global and local levels. Today, the consumption of goods is at least as important as 
the production of goods as a central defining element in individual and group identity. 
As Bourdieu (1984: 310) aptly observes, 
"The new logic of the economy rejects the ascetic ethic of 
production and accumulation, based upon abstinence, sobriety, saving 
and calculation, in favour of a hedonistic morality of consumption, 
based on credit, spending and enjoyment. This economy demands a 
social world which judges people by their capacity for consumption, 
their ‘standard of living', their lifestyle, as much as by their capacity 
for production". 
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The theoretical deficiency of this lopsided concentration on production can be 
traced back to Marx. Marx's theory of capitalism provides a clear account of the 
interconnectedness of production and consumption, showing how production of 
commodities is for making profit in the market. The main focus is however on the 
process associated with production rather than consumption. 
The 20出 century had saw a shift from production to consumption as the 
organising principle of society and of social identity. In constructing a theoretical 
framework for the study of consumption, sociologists have looked back to Thorstein 
Veblen，s treatise on The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899/1975), which sees modes 
of consumption as the basis of social status, and the Frankfurt School's critique of 
mass consumption and the culture industry developed between the 1930s and the 
1950s. 
The mass culture critique or the "production of consumption" perspective 
represented by Theodor Adomo, Mac Horkheimer and Herbert Marcuse argues that 
the expansion of mass production in the century has led to the commodification 
of culture (du Gay et al. 1997: 86). Consumption thus serves the interest of 
manufacturers seeking greater profits and consumers have become passive victims of 
advertisers. The rise of leisure and consumption activities increases the capacity for 
ideological control or domination, and detracted consumers from more authentic 
experience and from meeting human needs. The importance of consumer culture, 
though recognised here, is defined as exploitative, alienating, dehumanising and 
materialistic. Moreover, this approach sees consumption simply as an effect of 
economic production and attributes to consumers a passive role, portraying them as 
manipulated, mindless dupes, rather than as active and creative beings (Giles & 
Middleton 1999: 223). 
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This chapter aims to review the development of the sociological theorisation 
on consumption and highlight the major themes, perspectives and concepts, 
especially those that are relevant and potentially useful to this study. The following 
three sections will first summarise different ways of conceptualising consumption. 
II. CONSUMPTION AS COMMUNICATION 
The study of consumption as communication proceeds from the cultural 
values of goods and the meanings which they embody. Douglas & Isherwood's (1980) 
anthropological approach to the study of consumption is highly influential. They 
argue that consumer products are endowed with cultural meanings and "consumption 
is the very arena in which culture is fought over and licked into shape". Consumer 
goods have significance that go beyond their utilitarian character and commercial 
value. Consumption is to do with meaning, value and communication as much as it is 
to do with exchange and economic relations. It is therefore important to understand 
why consumers buy certain products by focusing on the ways in which commodities 
are embedded in systems of cultural meaning. Usually, what is important is not the 
meanings attached to a particular thing or type of thing at any moment, but rather the 
relationships among an ensemble of goods (Douglas & Isherwood 1980: 95). The 
recognition that goods are part of a communication system opens up great 
possibilities of explaining the seemingly insatiable character of modem consumption. 
Grant McCracken (1988: 57) also talks about the "expressive properties of 
material culture". He opines that "the meaning of consumer goods and the meaning 
creation accomplished by consumer processes are important parts of the scaffolding 
of our present realities" (McCracken 1988: xi). Without consumer goods, certain acts 
of self and collective definition would not be possible. 
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Consumption is considered crucial for the communication of self-identity. 
People define themselves through the messages they transmit to others by the goods 
and practices they possess and display. However, this "presentation of self as 
distinctive individuals" thesis has sometimes been exaggerated because consumer 
behaviour is more socially disciplined than highly individualised. 
III . CONSUMPTION AS DISTINCTION 
Consumption and Identity 
The consumption as distinction perspective develops on the basis of the 
above understanding, but goes further to discover the "consumption logic" of the 
socially structured ways in which goods are used to establish identity, demarcate 
social differentiation, create social bonds and/or distinctions. 
Consumption affects the ways in which people build up and maintain a sense 
of who they are and who they wish to be. Consumption can therefore be seen as "a 
set of social and cultural practices which serve as a way of establishing differences 
between social groups, not merely as a way of expressing differences which are 
already in place as a result of an autonomous set of economic factors" (Bocock 1993: 
64). Consumption is also a process in which a purchaser is actively engaged in trying 
to articulate, create, negotiate and maintain a sense of identity and social position 
through the display of goods (Bocock 1993: 67). Our identity is made up by our 
consumption of goods, and the display of them expresses our taste. So display, both 
to ourselves and to others, is largely symbolic, indicating group membership of a 
social status group. Consumption has become an active process involving the 
symbolic construction of a sense of both collective and individual identities. 
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Veblen: Leisure Class and Conspicuous Consumption 
Thorstein Veblen's (1975/1899) research on conspicuous consumption of the 
new rich in the late century in the US is the first sustained sociological account 
of consumption. He explores how goods are used as symbolic markers of social 
status, and how consumption is for the purpose of impressing others with one's good 
taste. In Veblen's view, consumption of goods acts as a primary index of social 
status. The basis of one's repute lies in one's pecuniary strength. One is therefore 
esteemed in direct proportion to wealth. 
In his study, the new rich emulate the lifestyle of European aristocracy and 
display their status through conspicuous leisure as well as conspicuous consumption 
of goods. The former refers to unproductive consumption of time where people try to 
avoid anything to do with productive labour. The latter refers to unproductive or 
wasteful consumption of goods. The nouveaux riches of the leisure class express 
their status through distancing themselves form the world of practical necessity and 
of paid employment. Conspicuous consumption of goods is an efficient 
communicator for one's pecuniary strength, especially in urban societies with lots of 
strangers around. 
Bourdieu: Habitus’ Taste and Cultural Capital 
More recently, Pierre Bourdieu (1977) provides a more developed argument 
by linking consumption to social class in a study of consumption in France in the 
1960s and 1970s. He rejects the narrow economistic definition of social relations, 
seeing them as cultural as well as economic. He argues that the ways people consume 
are determined by variations in economic capital (amount of financial resources) and 
cultural capital (knowledge and experience obtained from education and family). 
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Consumption practices, or "tastes" for certain objects, are developed as a result of 
"habitus". 
Habitus remains the key concept in Bourdieu's work, which refers to 
"systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 
function as structuring structures" (Swartz 1997: 72). In other words, it is "the 
unconscious dispositions, the classificatory schemes, taken for granted preferences 
which are evident in the individual's sense of the appropriateness and validity of 
taste for cultural goods and practices" (Bocock 1993: 42). It is a mechanism through 
which the objective requirements of cultural order are inscribed as predictable 
courses of action for individuals. Habitus represents a conceptual framework which 
houses the various social dispositions that allow for the cultural classification of the 
social world. These dispositions are acquired in crucial socialising contexts, initially 
family, then mediated through school and peer group (Bourdieu 1984: 2-3). They 
operate not only at the level of everyday knowledgeability, but are also inscribed on 
to the body (du Gay 1996: 83). 
Rather than being a highly individual attribute or choice, Bourdieu sees taste 
as socially patterned - a by-product of education and access. It generates cultural 
capital that reinforces and enhances the economic distinctions of class. Cultural 
capital is the sedimented knowledge and competence required to make distinctions or 
value judgements. Moreover, he is concerned with social reproduction, that is, how 
societies reproduce themselves as individuals in certain groupings and in relation to 
others. It is in the habituation of these dispositions that the determinations of social 
class are reproduced. As such，taste is a key mechanism for organising the 
distribution of symbolic resources and is an important part of social reproduction. 
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Both Veblen and Bourdieu put great emphasis on the subject of "taste" as the 
key dimension controlling the significance of ordinary goods. But for Bourdieu, the 
overt display of wealth and consumption characteristic of Veblen，s leisure class is 
challenged by a more subtle, detached and inconspicuous form, to be appreciated 
only by those sufficiently cultivated or "civilised". Bourdieu's emphasis on cultural 
capital shows that it is not enough merely to consume, but one must consume in a 
proper manner. A key concept here is that of education, which grants one 
aestheticising capacities, so that one learns to take a contemplative, evaluative 
distance from things. Consumption is a means whereby social classes display their 
"cultural capital" and their place in a hierarchical system of social distinction. 
For Bourdieu, social classes are defined as "similar positions in social space" 
that provide "similar conditions of existence and conditioning" and therefore create 
"similar dispositions" which in turn generate "similar practices". Classes are sets of 
individuals having the same habitus (Swartz 1997: 153-154). Three dimensional 
social space of the fundamental conditions of existence provides the framework for 
Bourdieu's analysis of class structures, namely, volume of capital, composition of 
capital and social trajectory (Bourdieu 1984: 114-132). Differences in volume of 
capital demarcate interclass divisions whereas differences in composition of capital 
delimit intra class fractions. Changes of the volume and composition of capital for 
groups and individuals over time determine their collective future, shape their 
attitudes and practices and their social mobility chance. 
The class structure of society as defined by the three dimensions of social 
space becomes internalised in distinct class habitus. Each habitus includes material 
conditions of existence of the class and the symbolic differentiation that categorise 
and rank its relation to other classes. Individuals then enter different fields of tastes 
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with dispositions that predispose them to make lifestyle choices characteristics of 
their class habitus (Swartz 1997: 183). 
Lamont: Symbolic Boundaries 
Symbolic boundaries are conceptual distinctions that we make to categorise 
objects, people, practices and even time and space (Lamont 1992: 9). It is therefore 
very useful when applied to the study of consumption. Boundary work is an intrinsic 
part of the process of constituting the self. It emerges when people try to define who 
they are. People constantly draw inferences concerning similarities to and differences 
from others, thus indirectly producing typification systems (Lamont 1992: 11). By 
generating distinctions, people also signal their identity and develop a sense of 
security, dignity and honor. Boundary work is also a way of developing a sense of 
group membership. It constitutes a system of rules that guides interaction by 
affecting who comes together to engage in what social acts. Therefore, boundaries 
not only create groups, they also potentially produce inequality since they are a 
"medium through which individuals acquire status, monopolise resources, or 
legitimate their social advantages, often in reference to superior lifestyle，habits, 
character or competence" (Lamont 1992: 12). 
In Lamont's study of the American and French upper middle class, she 
identifies three dimensions of symbolic boundaries, namely, socio-economic 
boundaries, moral boundaries and cultural boundaries, by which they differentiate 
themselves from others in everyday life. Socioeconomic boundaries are drawn on the 
basis of judgements concerning people's status as indicated by their wealth, power or 
professional success. Moral boundaries are drawn on the basis of a person's moral 
character. Cultural boundaries are drawn on the basis of education, intelligence, 
manners, tastes and command of high culture. It is found that money, moral and 
26 
» 
CHAPTER 2 SOCIOLOGICAL THEORISING OF CONSUMPTION： THEMA TIC ISSUES 
manner exert varied influences in the making of boundaries for different fractions of 
the middle class and for different culture. 
Lamont's concept of symbolic boundaries is enlightening in directing the 
research focus on how differences are cultivated through the "practices of use". The 
notion of symbolic boundaries is a useful concept because there is no predefined 
content and it potentially encompasses all different elements that make up signals of 
high status at different points in time and place. The boundary work adopted by the 
new middle class in China can similarly be elucidated with this conceptual tool. 
IV . CONSUMPTION AS PLEASURE AND PLAY 
Another strand of thinking, seeking to move beyond the pessimistic mass 
culture school，focuses on the active process of consumption, which sees 
consumption as a negotiated realm in which consumers can express their resistance 
to dominant orders (de Certeau 1984; Willis 1990). As such, it emphasises emotional 
pleasures of consumption, dreams and desires celebrated in consumer cultural 
imagery and sites of consumption that generate bodily excitement and aesthetic 
pleasures. Most notably, Campbell (1987) argues that consumption is not just 
motivated by a desire for status, but is also driven by hedonism, escapism, fantasy 
and the desire for novelty. Also, the ways in which people assemble identities 
creatively from different products, styles and appropriation of cultural forms are 
explored. The creative capacities of consumers, the empowering nature of 
consumption and its subversive possibilities are the gist of this perspective. Recently, 
attention is also paid to the authority of the consumers. As Featherstone (1991) 
comments, this represents a swing away from manipulationist models of the 
consumer to a populist turn. However, this pleasure of consumption thesis is 
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criticised for its naivety or optimism regarding the significance of consumer 
resistance and for ignoring the fact that a huge number of consumers are not 
consuming for pleasure. 
V . CONSUMPTION, ADVERTISING AND THE SYMBOLIC 
Postmodernism and Baudrillard 
The postmodernist perspective puts further emphasis on the symbolic 
significance in consumption. The portrayal of consumer culture as a world of signs 
and images challenges fundamentally previously dominant materialist approaches, 
which focus on labour and production. Jean Baudrillard (1988) completely rejects the 
idea that consumption is about need, use or utility. For him, consumption is an 
idealist instead of a material practice, meaning that it is ideas which are being 
consumed, not objects. He stresses that the real effect of consumption has been to 
herald "the passage from use value to sign value". While Bourdieu argues that we 
consume according to who we are, Baudrillard contends that we become what we 
buy. Signs and signifying practices are what we consume. Consumerism is so highly 
developed that signs have no fixed referent; objects can take on any meaning. 
Practical meanings which support sign functions no longer exist. Consumption here 
is increasingly a response to the "logic of desire" created through the use of signs and 
symbols, but not needs (Baudrillard 1988: 44). Signification is simply a process of 
the free play of signifiers in an image-driven culture. His arguments prove to have 
little empirical support because while having a communicational or symbolic value, 
goods also have a materiality indispensable from analysis (Mackay 1997: 5). 
Gottdiener (1995: 159) also criticises that not all signs express the "logic of sign 
value", which reduces other elements of consumption, such as exchange, value and 
use value, to the hyperreality of simulation. 
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Consumption and the Symbolic: Theorising Lifestyle 
Lifestyle refers to a new consumer sensibility that is characteristic of modem 
consumption (Hebdige 1988). As a mode of consumption, or attitude to consuming, 
it refers to the ways in which people seek to display their individuality and their 
sense of style through the choice of a range of goods and their subsequent 
personalising of these goods (Lury 1996: 80). Lifestyle is a patterned way of using, 
understanding, appreciating the artefacts of material culture in order to negotiate the 
play of criteria of status in anonymous social contexts (Chaney 1996: 43). Through 
lifestyle, consumers are seen to bring a more stylised awareness or sensibility to the 
processes of consumption. 
Chaney (1996: 156) suggests that in examining lifestyle sites (ie. spaces that 
actors can appropriate and control) and strategies (modes of social engagement, or 
narratives of identity), three aspects should be considered. The first is the surfaces. In 
making discriminations, appearances of things, people and activities will become the 
primary aspect of concern. In a culture of spectacle, people tend to use surfaces to do 
classification and negotiation. Visualisation has become the central resource for 
communicating and appropriating meaning. As one of the main frameworks for 
organising and manipulating social identity, lifestyles are primarily articulated 
through the constantly changing spectacle of surface appearance, as we see in the 
increasing number of lifestyle advertisements. Secondly, since the process of 
consumption is a meaning making enterprise, the issue of selves and identities cannot 
escape our attention. Trends in consumer culture have moved away from public 
communal, collective ways of participating in cultural occasions to more private, 
personal modes of participation (i.e., the decentreing of leisure). Also, with the 
fragmentation of market place, broad audience categories are broken down into 
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specialised market niches allowing greater choices with personal significance. 
Finally, he uses the concept of sensibilities to refer to a shared taste or a distinctive 
form of cultural affiliation. Sensibilities are displayed through strategies of 
participation/practice of association. Sensibility makes the association seem 
appropriate. 
One of the prime purveyors of consumer culture is commercial advertising. 
Advertisements are the vehicles through which meanings are generated, expressed, 
and legitimised. They involve varied associations with the symbolism of gender, 
status, class, ethnicity and power, among other things. The cultural significance of 
advertising compels us to examine the appearances and representations in 
advertisements. We must look at the "surfaces", i.e. the images and styles that 
conjure up a collective imagination (Chaney 1996). Apart from revealing the features 
and characteristics of material culture, advertising also reflects, constructs and 
communicates social and cultural values. It plays an important part in "shaping and 
reinforcing our collective beliefs and sensibilities" (Wang 2000: 52). Advertising is, 
as Daniel Bell (1976: 68) notes, "the mark of material goods, the exemplar of new 
styles of life, the herald of new values". Therefore, the issues of selves and 
sensibilities should not escape our attention. 
The Polemics 
The theoretical polemics on consumption developed so far illustrate the 
complex experience and practices in the process of consumption. The economic and 
global impact of consumer activities may position many consumers as "victims" of 
capitalism. However, there are always creative and active ways in which individuals 
can articulate their own identity. Here we see the need to achieve a balance between 
creativity and constraint in everyday local consumption practices. Consumers are 
30 
CHAPTER 2 SOCIOLOGICAL THEORISING OF CONSUMPTION： THEMA TIC ISSUES 
neither just alienated, exploited passive victims as portrayed by the critique of mass 
culture school, nor are they the liberated consumers whose agency is free from any 
structural constraints as discussed by the pleasure of consumption approach. Studies 
should focus on the creative, active individuals working with a range of materials 
and through different consumption practices, construct and make sense of everyday 
life. This study will take heed of the importance in reconciling both materialist and 
cultural analysis. 
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CHAPTERS RESEARCH DESIGN . : . ‘ 
I. CONDUCTING CHINA STUDIES 
Before explicating the research design of this study, I would like to make a 
brief remark on the limitations and potential difficulties. Conducting research in 
China has never been an easy task due to the size of the country, regional differences 
and the general public's suspicion of surveys. Specifically, the lack of connection, 
restricted access to fields and informants, bureaucratic constraints, scattered 
distribution of informants...etc are all major concerns before conducting any study 
on and in China. 
On commencement of this research project, it was noted from the literature 
that in understanding the practices of consumption, qualitative/ethnographic methods 
in which people are invited to talk about their own practices or are observed in 
everyday situations are commonly adopted (Radway 1991; Shields 1992). 
Methodological triangulation is also increasingly utilised to understand the subjects' 
world view as well as the structural conditions (e.g. Lamont 1992; Wynne 1998). 
Such approaches have proved valuable in complementing research methods that 
employ quantitative data only or focus on textual analysis. 
The present research therefore started out to understand the consumer culture 
in China by a similar approach. However, having spent some time in exploring the 
possible channels and access to fields and informants in vain, it was decided that the 
research design be re-considered. 
II. DATA SOURCES 
The Unobtrusive Method 
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In view of resource limitations and practical constraints of conducting 
fieldwork in China, the present study relies on existing textual materials for analysis. 
In fact, many researchers have underestimated the value of existing secondary 
sources. Since the 1990s, there has been an abundant of data, information and 
publications documenting the rapid social and economic changes in China, many of 
which have not yet been fiilly utilised or organised. The proliferation of documentary 
accounts in various forms may produce rich, in-depth accounts of social life across a 
wide range of possible topics. 
Although there is no direct access to the personal life worlds of the 
consumers, secondary materials do not preclude the search for sources that contain 
their points of view, for example, in interviews published in magazines. As an 
unobtrusive technique, secondary research avoids many problems that might occur 
during fieldwork. For example, as the materials are not written for the benefit of 
researchers, they are free from the intended informant bias. 
In addition, the systematic analysis of documentary accounts/textual materials 
is cumulative and allows later additions and extensions over time. Because texts 
accumulate overtime, the opportunity to study time trends also becomes possible. As 
Hodson aptly notes, this cumulative aspect of the coding of documentary accounts 
greatly increases the utility of what is already a cost-effective method (1999: 71). 
Finally, the data can always be re-checked and re-tested, thus enhancing its reliability. 
Sources of Data 
For the present research, the primary documents, i.e. the objects of study, 
consulted are print advertisements in newspapers and magazines. Researching the 
visual has now become a widely recognised methodological approach (Emmison & 
Smith 2000). The secondary documents include official statistics, yearbooks as well 
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as consumer and marketing surveys. Personal observation will also be interwoven 
into the analysis whenever possible and appropriate. 
Newspapers remain the most widely used source of data because they are 
consistently archived, readily accessible, and can provide the most comprehensive 
coverage of event among available sources (Hodson 1999: 12). In 1979, there were 
only 186 kinds of newspapers in China. The number jumped to 1,500 in 1986 and 
more than 3,000 nowadays (Jones 1999: 25). Among these newspapers, national 
newspapers such as the People's Daily are on the wane whereas local papers are 
gaining popularity and taking the lead in total advertising revenue. In 1999，the top 
four newspapers with the largest share of advertising income are Guangzhou Daily 
(930 million RMB), Xinmin Wanbao (629 million RMB), Shenzhen Tequbao (589 
million RMB) and Yangcheng Wanbao (562 million RMB), two of which are 
Guangzhou newspapers {Apple Daily January 30, 2000). Newspaper is no doubt a 
powerful channel of communication in contemporary China. 
By the early nineties, there were over 6,000 magazines on topics ranging 
from fashion and beauty to sport and household appliances (Hooper 1994a: 161). 
Foreign lifestyle magazines have also penetrated into the market. For example, Elle 
has introduced a Chinese edition and is gaining both advertiser and reader support 
rapidly. Market segmentation is also evident among the kinds of magazines available. 
The Chief Executive China and Global Entrepreneur targeting the entrepreneurs and 
managers are some examples. A new genre of publications addressed specifically to 
the growing group of career women in business and professional jobs has also 
developed, such as Zuiqiu (追求 ) a n d Cosmopolitan. Men's interests are also 
captured in some foreign magazines recently launched in China, including Esquire 
and Trends Gentleman. Moreover, there are now locally produced magazines 
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classified as "middle class magazines", such as the Beijing-based Sanlian Lifeweek 
(三聯生活周刊）and the Guangzhou-based New Weekly (新周刊 ) . T h e new trend is 
oriented towards a "class" rather than "mass" publication (this change was also 
witnessed in western countries e.g. McCracken 1993: 196). 
To grasp the pulse of the consuming public, the mushrooming marketing 
firms have produced surveys focusing on the ownership and attitudes of fast-moving 
and durable consumer goods. The results provide a lot of useful details. In this study, 
the consumption and lifestyle research conducted by the Institute for International 
Marketing (IMI) in conjunction with the Beijing Advertising and Art Group will be 
frequently drawn upon. The group has started carrying out systematic survey on large 
cities since the mid-1990s. A survey on China's elite and their attitudes, interests, 
activities and consumption conducted by the Asia Market Intelligence and published 
in the Far Eastern Economic Review will also be another source of reference data. 
III . DATA ANALYSIS 
Following the approach by Leiss, Kline & Jhally in studying western 
advertisements, both methods of content analysis and semiology are employed to 
analyse advertisements so that the best of the two can be combined (1990: 198). 
Content Analysis 
Content analysis is a research technique for the "objective, systematic and 
quantitative description of the manifest content of communication" (Berelson 1952: 
15). The methods are principally quantitative, but the data sources are qualitative 
accounts of written, spoken or published communication (Hodson 1999: 3). The 
basic assumption of content analysis is that there is a relation between the frequency 
with which a certain item appears in a text and the "interest" or intentions of the 
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producer on the one hand and the responses of the audience on the other. What the 
text is all about can therefore be revealed by identifying and counting significant 
content items, which serve the basis for further interpretation (Dyer 1982: 108; Fiske 
1992). 
The strength of content analysis lies in its rigorous analytical manner and the 
ability to detect patterns. Content analysis allows us to treat qualitative data in 
quantitative terms, thus helping ground our analysis of images and words in 
something more than individual and impressionistic interpretation (Leiss, Kline & 
Jhally 1990: 223). As Berger comments, results of content analysis are most valuable 
when a historical perspective or a comparative perspective is adopted in the analysis 
(2000: 177). For this study, a longitudinal analysis of advertisements in a wide 
historical and socioeconomic context will be conducted. The results will be useful in 
understanding the development and features of consumer culture in China and in 
outlining the periodic shifts. 
While content analysis cannot tell us about how audiences may be "reading" 
the messages, it can tell us what constituted the construction of these messages. Since 
content analysis can only deal with manifest content, that is the denotative level of 
content, this provides a place for semiotics tools to be applied to complement the 
analysis of advertising messages (Leiss, Kline & Jhally 1990: 224). 
Semiotic Analysis 
Semiotics is the systematic study of signs (De Saussure 1966). It emerged 
from the tradition of linguistics and cultural analysis but was then adopted in the 
social sciences as a method to examine textual materials. French theorist Roland 
Barthes (1973) was one of the first to study advertisements from this perspective. A 
sign is analytically divided into two parts: the signifier and the signified. The former 
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refers to the material object; the latter is its meaning (Williamson 1978: 17). The 
signifier is the "concrete" dimension whereas the signified is the "abstract" side. 
Every message contains two levels of meanings: what it says explicitly on the surface 
(the literal meaning) and what it says implicitly behind (the cultural meaning). Using 
terminology in semiotics, advertisements generate meanings through a process of 
denotation as well as connotation. It is at the level of connotation that objects are 
"transfunctionalised" to socially prescribed meanings (Gottdiener 1995: 174). 
Earlier advertising usually states its message quite explicitly through the 
medium of written text. Nowadays, visual representations have become more 
common, and the relationship between the text and the visual image becomes 
complementary. Very often the text provides an "anchorage" function for the floating 
signifiers whereby the readers can identify and interpret the advertisements. While 
viewing these images, people participate in the construction of the idealised images 
by combining fantasy with elements of their everyday reality. The visual images and 
the written texts together offer a complex semiotic system, communicating primary 
and secondary meanings through language, photographs, images, colour and 
placement. Semiotics is therefore useful in decoding the meanings embedded in this 
complex message structure. 
Semiology is often criticised as heavily dependent on the skill of individual 
analyst and may easily result in stating the obvious in a complicated way full of 
terminology. Reliability of results is therefore questioned. Besides, as individual 
reading of messages does not allow a quantification of results, it may also be easily 
attacked as impressionistic. Finally, the method cannot be applied to all kinds of 
advertisements. Usually, specific advertisements are chosen for illustration and this 
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might fall into the danger of self-confirming the results (Leiss, Kline & Jhally 1990: 
214). 
The weaknesses of semiology can largely be overcome by content analysis. 
Reliability, the sample size, and generalisation to a larger universe can all be better 
assured in the content analysis design (Leiss, Kline & Jhally 1990: 218). The 
rapprochement of semiology and content analysis therefore gives us a useful tool to 
draw insights and stay sensitive to the multifarious levels of meanings while being 
rigorous and systematic. 
Symbolic Reality and Objective Reality 
Advertisements represent a constructed reality. They are cultural objects that 
embody socially and culturally meaningful expressions. Advertisement is a self-
explanatory archive with rich and valuable cultural sources that allow us to 
understand the social development of a particular society. It provides glimpses of 
past social realities in a variety of ways (Marchand 1985: xix). It is often said to be 
an ideological mirror of the consumer society reflecting its collective ideals and 
values. Therefore, systematic examination of advertisements can figure out the 
formation and change of the urban Chinese's collective imagination, their dreams 
and desires in the material world. 
While it is important to pay attention to the signification process and the 
symbolic reality portrayed in advertisements, the material world outside the sign 
system cannot be ignored. In other words, meanings in the text and pictures cannot 
be understood out of the social and historical context. Thus，it is important to cross-
examine the symbolic construction of the advertisements with empirical data 
contained in statistical reports, governmental records and surveys. In sum, studying 
both the text and the context is crucial for a better apprehension of changes. 
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IV . DATA SAMPLING 
Surveys have shown that Guangzhou enjoys the highest newspaper contact 
rate and newspaper has remained as the second most popular media for people 
following television (Wang & Ding 1995: 6). Guangzhou newspapers have also 
received most of the main prizes of the best national advertisements competition 
held by the China Advertising Association since 1982 (Wang 1998: 266). 
In this study, two Guangzhou newspapers with large market circulation and 
advertising income, namely, Guangzhou Daily (GZD) and Yangcheng Wanbao 
(YCW) are selected for systematic scrutiny. GZD and YCW are the two most 
popular papers among Guangzhou urban citizens, with a wide spectrum of readers 
(IMI 1997: 366). Their advertising incomes also top the national list. While Nanfang 
Daily is the third largest newspaper in Guangdong, it is more rural-oriented and 
therefore not included in the present study on urban consumption. The popularity of 
GZD is evidenced in its continuous expansion of pages (many of which are 
advertising pages), from 4 pages in 1980，8 pages in 1987，12 pages in 1992, 16 
pages in 1994 to 20 pages in 1995, noting that page increase is subject to 
Government approval. It has recently boosted its Saturday edition to about 40 pages, 
making it the heaviest newspaper in China. Many other papers also issue weekend 
supplements specialising in promoting, educating and catering for a collective desire 
to consumer culture. 
A glance of the sections available in the selected newspapers sheds some 
light on the current consumption trends. Apart from the news sections, other pages 
are devoted to special columns and advertisements. The increase of pages is largely 
due to the development of special sections of interests devoted to urban lifestyles, 
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consumption information and entertainment, apart from the proliferation of 
advertisements. The topics of concern vary from fashion, body, home appliances, 
furniture and decoration, food and drink to travel and leisure. Taking the July 1999 
newspapers for example, both GZD and YCW have similar columns as follows: 
Guangzhou Daily Yangcheng Wanbao 
Consumption Shopping/Consumer Rights 
(消費） （購物/消費者權益） 
Family/ Housewife's World Family Comer 
(家庭/主婦世界） （家庭廣角） 
Talking about Cars Today's Friend of Cars ‘ 
(車壇） （今日車友） 
World of Travel Travel 一 
(旅遊世界） （旅遊） 
Beauty World / Beauty and Fitness (美容 Becoming Beautiful 
世界/美容健美） （美容扮覯） 
Property Purchase Good Houses 
(購房置業） （覯樓荀盆） 
Computer Market Computer Era ‘ 
(電腦大市場） （電腦時代） 
Cosmopolitan Home Decoration / Modem Home~“ 
(時尙家居） （裝飾/現代家居） 
In China, newspapers readers have a relatively high education level. For 
instance, 15% of the YCW readers is at University level, followed by 63% at 
secondary education level and 20% at lower secondary level. GZD's readers are also 
said to have stable occupation and income and are adaptive to new consumption 
matters (Wang & Ding 1995: 35). 
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As individual advertisement is the unit of analysis, a representative sample 
has to be determined. Initially, the study set out as a pilot test to examine all 
advertisements on Saturday newspapers for the month of July for each five years 
from 1981 to 1999 on the assumption that more advertisements would appear on 
weekends. Trial results discovered two problems. First, the sample did not appear to 
be representative in terms of the product/service categories being advertised. It was 
noted that many advertisements only appeared under a special editorial section in a 
specific weekday and would therefore be missed out in the sample if only Saturday 
issues were studied. Second, the five-year interval seemed to be too large to reveal 
the patterns of change, taking into consideration that tremendous changes have 
occurred within a short period of twenty years since reform. 
The sampling method was then modified to capture all advertisements from 
the first full week (from Sunday to Saturday) of the month of July for each 
alternative year for the period from 1981 to 1999. This enhances the validity of the 
classification and results in a more representative sample of a total of 1,925 
advertisements (1,249 for GZD and 676 for YCW). 
For advertisements in magazines, the Guangzhou-based New Weekly (NW) is 
selected for further examination with a view to highlighting the material life and 
desires of the nascent middle class in particular. In each magazine issue, a social 
topic of concern/interest is presented as the main focus. Advertisements, fashion, 
television culture and travel in local context (No. 61-63, No.80) have all been chosen 
as the cover story. There are other regular columns related to consumption matters of 
a more global/international nature, including sections entitled "Famous Car", 
"Consumption", "Brand Name Interview", "Computer" and "Fashion Express". This 
unique mix of "global" and "local" materials makes the magazine a popular one 
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among the new middle class, especially those engaged in the culture industry and 
service sectors. 
New Weekly was first published in 1996 and was re-formatted and printed on 
glossy papers from 1997. It now has a circulation of approximately 300,000 copies 
per issue (China Media Rate Card Manual 1999: 707). As of April 2000，its 
advertising income ranked fifth among 200 magazines surveyed {New Weekly June 
15，2000: 4). Unfortunately, a complete set of earlier issues cannot be obtained in 
Hong Kong and therefore only issues from 1999 onwards are studied. All 
advertisements in January, June and December issues are selected, resulting in a total 
of 197 samples. The examination of advertisements in the magazines will give a 
snapshot portrayal of the specificities of the consumption styles and tastes of the 
middle class. 
To complement the New Weekly, another Guangdong-based magazine, Chief 
Executive China (CEC), is also included in the present study. Obviously, it targets 
executives and managers of a global nature. Its advertising income ranked ninth in 
April 2000 among 200 magazines surveyed {New Weekly June 15, 2000: 4). Earlier 
issues of the magazines are available and the advertisements in January and June 
issues from 1994 to 2000 are selected for examination, leading to a total of 378 
samples. 
Finally, it should be noted that only commercial advertising for goods and 
services is investigated, excluding government, recruitment and charity 
advertisements. Some straightforward small advertisements showing only the brand 
name are excluded from this study. 
V. ANALYSING ADVERTISEMENTS 
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Advertising Categories 
In order to capture the changes of material consumption over the past 20 
years, the following categories are devised: 
- In fo rmat ion and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
(computer, mobile phone, pager, internet...etc) 
-E lec t r i ca l Appliances 
(television, refrigerator, air-conditioner, fan, Hifi, VCD, DVD, 
camera... etc) 
- M e d i c a l and Health 
(medicine, health food, health & fitness products...etc) 
- F o o d and Drink 
(snack, soft drink, wine... etc) 
- P e r s o n a l Care 
(cosmetics, personal cleaning products such as shampoo, lotion, 
toothpaste... etc) 
- H o u s e h o l d Utensils 
(household cleaning products, household utensils...etc) 
- F a s h i o n and Footwear 
- Accessories 
(watches, jewels, spectacles and sunglasses.. .etc) 
- R e t a i l and Wholesales 
(wholesale centres, department stores, specialty shops, shopping 
centres... etc) 
- R e a l Estates 
(commercial and residential estates) 
-Fumiture /Home improvement 
(home furniture, interior design, home decoration products such as 
painting oil, lamp, wall paper...etc) 
- V e h i c l e s 
(automobiles, trucks, vans, motorcycles...etc) 
- B a n k i n g and Investment 
(banking and loan services, credit card, stock investment...etc) 
-Leisure/Travel/Entertainment 
(tourism information, airlines, sports activities...etc) 
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- Hotels/Restaurants 
- C u l t u r e and Education 
(book, magazine, movie, exhibition...etc) 
- P r o d u c t i o n Machinery and Materials 
(machines, cement, steel...etc) 
- Office Equipment 
(photocopier, fax machine.. .etc) 
- O t h e r s 
To ensure that the categories constructed are appropriate and meaningful (validity)， 
pre-test of the categories was conducted on a small sample of material, followed by 
subsequent revision and refinement. 
Advertising Formats 
Leiss, Kline & Jhally (1990: 240-244) identify four prototypical formats 
within which the person-product relationship is constituted in an advertisement. 
- Product-information format 
-Product- image format 
-Personal i sed format 
- L i f e s t y l e format 
Product-information format is usually heavy on text. The appeals are 
predominantly rationalistic, providing explanations as to why a particular product 
should be used. The product and its characteristics, functions, performance and 
benefits are often described in the text. Brand name of the product usually occupies 
an obvious place. No reference is made to the context or user, except the mentioning 
of some instructions and special offers. 
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For product-image format, the utilitarian aspects of goods are subordinated to 
a network of abstract or symbolic qualities and values. The product becomes 
embedded or "situated" in a symbolic context that imparts meaning to the product 
beyond its constituent elements or benefits. The symbolic association thus 
established brings the product into a meaningful relationship with abstract values and 
ideas signified usually by a natural or social setting such as landscape, workplace, 
household or daily life. 
The personalised format employs direct affective (rather than pragmatic) 
relationship between product and human personality as the framework. Social 
admiration, pride of ownership, anxiety about lack of use, or satisfaction in 
consumption, glamour, romance are crucial to the interpretation of products, as 
noted from the gazes of people. The product may even be personified, taking on 
human characteristics, such as emotions that people have in a relationship (love, 
friendship, pride, anxiety). 
In lifestyle format, the advertisement is characterised by a balanced 
relationship between codes of person, product and setting, which altogether form a 
unified impression. The setting helps make inferences about the relationship of the 
individual to the group or social context (class, status, race, group membership) and 
the notion of group identity is implicit in judgements about the individual. A vision 
of consumption style and people situating in a particular lifestyle are often depicted. 
It is through these different forms of presentation that a product's exchange 
value is changed to a sign value. Settings, texts, people and the visualisation of 
products all contribute to the formation of a desired sign value. Study of US 
advertisements by Leiss et al. (1990: 279) finds that the notion of "utility" has given 
way to that of "use", which concerns how products enhance the experience of 
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satisfaction through the act of consumption. The dramatic rise in real incomes, 
discretionary spending and leisure time mean that more marketing effort can be 
devoted to human wants not directly tied to basic necessities, but to other 
"transformational" aspects. 
The above-mentioned modes of advertising presentation will be a useful 
classification schema to study the changes in China. It is expected that in the process 
of cultivating a middle class way of life, product-information format can no longer 
sustain its appeal. Rather, product-image and personalised formats have gained 
popularity, and the lifestyle format has also been on the rise. 
Covert Advertisements 
It should be noted that besides the overt advertisements, covert 
advertisements play an important role in Chinese advertising. Covert advertisements 
refer to "the promotion of products, disguised as editorial material or hidden in some 
other form so that they appear to be non-advertising material" (McCraken 1993: 4), 
or the so-called "advertorials". In this sense, covert advertisements extend structural 
links to the purchased advertisements, creating a harmonious, integrated whole 
which appears to be natural extensions of editorial material (McCracken 1993: 39). 
Increasingly, the differences between advertising pages and the editorial material are 
blurred due to the rapid commercialisation of media. 
, 46 
CHAPTER 4 ADVERTISING, CONSUMPTION AND THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS 
CHAPTER 4 ADVERTISING, CONSUMPTION AND THE NEW MIDOLE CLASS 
.•• • . .-TOiroimwwwmMww^un. • immmf-y 
I. THE RE-BIRTH OF ADVERTISING IN CHINA 
From Political to Marketing Tool 
Since 1950, advertising in China has been subject to immense political and 
ideological influences. Following the communist view, advertising was the "practice 
of capitalism", being an "unproductive exploitation" and "parasitic" (Chu 1982: 40). 
As a result, commercial advertisements had been decreasing and even completely 
banned during the Cultural Revolution. Advertising was only used as a political tool 
to serve the Communist government. For example, political slogans and Mao's 
words were printed on rationed coupons as a kind of propaganda (Li & Li 1999). It 
was not until 1979 that commercial advertising re-emerged after 30 years of 
disappearance and its importance for economic exchange reconfirmed. For this 
reason, the notion of advertising is a relatively new one even though the history of 
advertising in Chinese newspapers dated back to a hundred years ago. 
The revival of advertisements in China was precluded by the promulgation of 
a number of articles in the national newspapers and magazines to justify this total 
reversal of value towards advertisements. In January 1979，an editorial entitled 
"restoring the good name of advertising" appeared in the Shanghai-based Wenhui 
Daily. Advertising was recognised as a "means of promoting trade, earning foreign 
exchange and broadening the masses' horizons" (Cheng 1996: 78). Then came the 
first advertisement since Cultural Revolution. A Toothpaste Factory advertisement 
appeared in Tianjin Daily on January 14, 1979. In March of the same year, the 
Swiss-made Rado watch became the first foreign advertisement since reform (Cheng 
1996: 78). The official stand towards advertising was dramatically altered. Instead of 
treating it as the capitalist villain, it was seen as a legitimate business communication 
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tool potentially compatible with the socialist ideals and economic goals. Advertising 
was portrayed as a clean and smokeless industry having virtues in being aesthetic and 
beautifying the cityscape (Pollay et al. 1990: 84). Behind this total reversal is the 
new ideology that "to get rich is glorious" (Schell 1984). 
Advertising Boom 
The economic reform has brought the momentum for the development of 
advertising industry. The annual business volume experienced a marked growth from 
118 million yuan in 1981 to 46,196.38 million yuan in 1997. Advertising units and 
employees have also been on the rise (Table 5). Nevertheless, growth of the 
advertising industry before the mid-1980s had been rather slow because both the 
government and the newspapers had been cautious in handling this sensitive area. 
Concerns with the "spiritual pollution" of advertisements were frequently expressed. 
Table 5 Development of China's Advertising Industry (1981 -1997) 
Year ~ B u s i n e s s V o l u m e A d v e r t i s i n g ~ Advertising Adver t i s ing~ 
(million yuan) Expenditures Units Employees 
o f G N P (%) (persons) 
1981 118.00 0.024 — 1 , 1 6 0 — 16,160 
1985 - 605.23 0.067 6,052 63,819 
- 1 9 9 0 2,501.73 0.135 一 11,123 “ 131,970 — 
1995 — 27,326.90 0.475 ~ ~ ^ 0 8 2 477,371 
- 1 9 9 7 46,196.38 0.629 57,024 545,788 
Source: China Advertising Yearbook (1999: 28). 
The late 1980s had seen a more rapid increase at around 50% each year 
(Huang 1996). Deng Xiaoping's southern tour in 1992 formally confirmed the 
importance of market socialism and triggered newspaper advertising development 
in southern coastal cities, especially Guangzhou and Shenzhen. The year 1993 was 
named the "advertising year of China" as advertisements experienced a great leap 
forward. In Guangdong, advertising units had a 131.4% increase than previous year 
and the turnover also experienced a 101.4% growth (Fan 1993). Many 
“ 48 
CHAPTER 4 ADVERTISING, CONSUMPTION AND THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS 
advertisements appeared in the front page of newspaper and advertising rates were 
pushed to a new height. Advertising however concentrated in three metropolitan 
cities - Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, which account for half of the national 
total advertising revenues (China Advertising Yearbook 1994: 10). 
Advertising is now so ubiquitous that scholars have commented that China is 
in the midst of another "cultural revolution" (Pollay et al. 1990: 83). It is under this 
process that Chinese people have learned to "want things" (Belk & Zhou 1987: 478). 
McCreery aptly describes that advertising has replaced indoctrination, and need 
creation has begun to replace normative regulation (2000: 260). As we shall note in 
the following sections and chapters, the resurgent advertising has forged powerful 
symbolic link between ownership and identity as well as goods and good life. 
II. A NEW WORLD OF GOODS AND DREAMS 
Forms and Contents of Advertisements: From Product-oriented to Consumer-
oriented 
Figure 1 reveals the change in total number of newspaper advertisements 
from 1981 to 1999. During this twenty-year period, GZD experienced an astonishing 
twenty-fold increase in the number of advertisements placed whereas YCW also 
enjoyed a growth of more than eight times. Advertisements in both GZD and YCW 
had undergone a steady increase in the 1980s, followed by a rapid take-off in 1991. 
Figure 1 Advertisements in Major Newspapers (1981-1999) 
1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 
” Year GZD YCW I 
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Apart from the expansion in quantity, the change in advertising contents and forms 
has created new consumption needs and desires. 
Figures 2a-c present the changes in advertising categories in 1981, 1991 and 
1999 at an approximately 10-year interval. In the early 1980s, consumption products 
Figure 2a Advertising Categories in Newspapers (1981) 
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were still scarce. Plate 1 is an advertisement of a company specialising in the 
collection and exchange of various goods and materials, such as clothing, electrical 
appliances, bicycle parts and machines, so that shortage of supply can be eased. Even 
when some particular products were advertised, they could not be easily accessible 
owing to the lack of retail outlets. For instance, a pharmaceutical advertisement for a 
tablet curing stomach ache advised the readers to ask their overseas relatives living in 
Hong Kong, Macau and other Southeast Asian countries to bring this medicine back 
to China for them (YCW July 8, 1981). Table 6 summarises the five major products 
being advertised in GZD and YCW at five selected junctures from 1981 to 1997. 
The major products being advertised in GZD and YCW in 1981 are production 
machinery and materials (24.17%), medical and health products (23.33%) as well as 
culture and education (7.92%). Most advertisements were production-oriented, 
reflecting the industrial character of the products. Also, a noticeable percentage of 
advertisements concerned state-organised cultural activities, exhibitions and shows. 
During this period, the major purpose of advertisements was not to induce 
consumption, but to exchange production information among producers after years of 
severe lack of information flow, or to disseminate information related to Government 
propaganda. Consumers' values had rarely been taken into consideration. 
In the early stage of revival, advertisements also took a very simple, direct 
and informative format. Over 90% of the advertisements were straightforward 
announcement and communication. The product per se，price, and information about 
the firm's history and credibility were emphasised. Yuman quanqiu (reputable over 
the pinzhi baozheng (quality guaranteed) were the typical cliches adopted at 
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encouraged by advertising firms because of the limited "advertising literacy" of the 
majority of Chinese population (Ogilvy & Mather 1979). 
Table 6 Top Five Advertising Items in GZD and YCW (1981-1997) 
1981 1985 1989 1993 1997 
1 Production ^^Production Production Real estates Real e s t a t e s ~ 
machinery and machinery and machinery and (15.82%) (23.32%) 
materials materials materials 
(24.17%) (19.90%) (18.03%) 
2 Medical and Medical and Medical and Electrical Electrical  
health products health products health products Appliances Appliances 




3 Culture and Office Retail & Medical and Medical and 
education equipment wholesales health products health products  
(7-92%) (11-52%) (13.26%) (13.31%) ^ 0 0 . 7 9 % ) 
4 Personal care Retail & ~ E l e c t r i c a l Production Information 
(6.25%) wholesales appliances machinery and and 
(6.760/0) (12.03%) materials communication 
Household (10.87%) technologies 
s _ 。 ） 
5 Accessories Food & drink H ^ Furniture/ Personal care 
(5.OO0/0) (4.76%) Restaurants Home (6.99%) 
(9.26%) improvement 
(5.26%) 
A study of magazine advertisements in late 1980s indicates that Chinese 
advertisements are characterised by high level of information as compared with 
advertisements in America (Rice & Lu 1988: 46). Another study by Tse et al. (1989) 
also notes that newspaper advertisements during 1979 and 1985 were predominantly 
"utilitarian" (i.e. satisfying basic physiological needs) as compared with those in 
Taiwan and Hong Kong, because of China's "consumption experience, stage of 
economic development, advertising philosophy, and political ideology". Despite this, 
there is a trend moving towards "hedonism" in Chinese advertisements, involving 
fun，gratification and pleasure seeking (Tse et al. 1989: 459). 
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Starting from the 1990s, advertisements targeting mass consumers have 
emerged (Figure 2b). In 1991，electrical appliances became the major advertised 
products (21.85%), followed by medical and health products (18.83%). Production 
machinery and materials still occupied the third place, but the proportion had largely 
reduced to 8.03%. Real estate advertisements aiming at local consumers made their 
first appearance in 1991 and enjoyed a big jump in 1993 (15.82% of total number of 
advertisements), constituting the largest source of advertisements since then. New 
product categories also emerged, including leisure/travel/entertainment and 
information and communication technologies. In 1999, real estates and electrical 
appliances were the two major advertising items, comprising 29.11% and 12.54% 
respectively (Figure 2c). 
Apart from the products being advertised, the formats of advertisements have 
also diversified. No longer did the information-oriented advertisements prevail. The 
product-image and the personalised formats appeared almost at the same time in the 
later half of 1980s and unlike the West, they were not successively dominant in turn. 
The lifestyle format did not appear until a later stage in the mid-1990s. There has 
clearly been a move away from a rationalist emphasis on functional utility towards 
an emphasis on consumer's ability to create meanings through the manipulation of 
associations and evocation. Li Conghua, in his study of consumer preference in 
China, also observes that there are three stages of evolution from an emphasis on 
functionality before 1985, to quality between 1985-1992 and to intangibles after 
1992(1998: 121). 
Two advertisements of shoes well illustrate the above change of focus. The 
1983 advertisement is product-oriented, showing pairs of different kinds of "odour-















































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 4 ADVERTISING, CONSUMPTION AND THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS 
becomes the main visual focus of the advertisement, while the name of the producer 
(Guangzhou People's Plastic Shoes Factory) and the brand {Jianpai) are also 
emphasised. The narrative on the left serves to explain the characteristics, quality 
and reliability of the shoes and provides purchasing information. On the contrary, a 
recent advertisement for shoes is consumer-specific and adopts a personalised 
format instead of a product-information format (plate 3). The shoes are said to be 
specifically designed for short men, and are known as "professional height-increase 
shoes，，. While the appearance of the shoe is shown in the centre of the advertisement, 
besides the advertisement is a foreign male model in western suit, standing straight 
up with confidence. The text below addresses to consumer anxieties and satisfaction 
by promising instant height increase for short men, such as Mr. He Jinchang, the 
inventor of the shoes. It further assures that the shoes look no different from other 
shoes but function like ladies' high heels, which help raise one's head and chest 
confidently. 
In sum, during this twenty-year period, consumer-oriented subjective appeals 
and expressive concerns have replaced product-oriented objective information in the 
making of advertisements. These features will be further elaborated in the analysis of 
advertisements in the following chapters. 
Ownership of Goods 
Before consumerism set in, Chinese people commonly believed that a person 
owned and used things because of needs related to individuals' survival and physical 
well-being. Scarcity of goods and capital made people believe that frugality was a 
virtue and there was a general mentality against consumerism and excessiveness. 
Nowadays, satisfaction of personal needs and desires rank above other considerations. 
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In tandem with the advertising boom has been a quantitative expansion in the 
acquisition of consumer goods of various kinds. The accumulated demand of the pre-
reform years burst into several "consumption tides" in the purchase of big items, 
leading to the rapid spread of consumer goods into every household in China within 
a short period of time. In the 1970s, the consumer desirables were watch, radio, 
bicycle and sewing machine. Consumption expenses were limited to "three-digit" 
items. In the 1980s, television, washing machine and refrigerator became the new 
"three-bigs". This wish list changed to video recorder, CD player and air conditioner 
in the 1990s, adding three other super products later, namely computer, commodity 
house and private car. Among them, computers are taking the lead as the investment 
required is relatively "light weight" (around 10,000 yuan) compared with other "six-
digit" consumption items. 
Table 7 shows the ownership of consumer items in Guangzhou households. 
The "major durable items" such as fans, bicycles, washing machines, refrigerators 
and televisions, have already reached a level of saturation in urban households. New 
consumer goods such as VCR and Hi-fi systems have quickly established their status 
and become symbols of new material prosperity. In Guangdong, the most likely 
electrical appliances to be purchased by urban dwellers in 1998 were personal 
computers (33.33%), VCDs (27.27%) and air-conditioners (24.24%) (National 
Information Centre 1998: 38 & 40). 
Table 7 Year-end Ownership of Consumer Items 
per 100 Urban Guangzhou Households (set/unit) 
Items 
Electric Fans “ 253.3 — 335.7 326.0 297.8 
Bicycles “ 165.7 191.7 190.7 173.2 ~ ~ 
Washing Machines 62.3 “ 87.3 “ 105.0 ^ 
Refrigerators _ 42.7 — 87.3 102.3 101.6 
Colour TV 35.7 88.7 111.0 140.6 
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Air-conditioners ~ O 57.3 WTA 
Cameras “ 14 — 33.7 ^ 716 
System Furniture “ - 51?7 55^0 SIA 
Hi-fi “ 17.3 40.7 55.4 一 
VCR - I 31.0 I 63.0 
Source: IMI (2000: 28) & Statistical Year Book of Guangzhou 
III. MARKET SEGMENTATION： LOCATING THE MIDDLE CLASS AND THEIR 
CONSUMPTION PATTERNS 
Market Segmentation and the New Middle Class 
Early advertisements in the 1980s were predominately mass products, with 
emphasis on the characteristics of the product itself appealing to an undifferentiated 
mass market. As the society becomes more heterogeneous in nature, market 
segmentation has become a popular strategy adopted by advertisers. The strategy 
involves the development and pursuit of marketing programmes (including 
distribution channels and pricing) directed at subgroups of the population that the 
advertiser is interested in (Cui 1997; Li 1998). This kind of user-centred advertising 
often draws upon the shared experiences, perceptions and attitudes of the segmented 
audience and the benefits to the consumers in using the product. In the 1990s, 
specialised products targeting different strata of consumers have emerged. The craze 
where the whole nation pursued certain kinds of product could not be seen anymore. 
The monotonous consumption of the "three bigs" was replaced by the diversification 
of the consumer market. 
It is the rise of a new middle class in China that has caught the advertisers' 
attention in particular. Thorelli et al. (1986: 173) discovered in their study that in the 
mid-1980s, there was a "highly consumption-conscious group" in China, who 
"enjoyed shopping, engaged in active information search", and was “rather interested 
in fashion and style, willing to share their shopping experiences and advice with 
others’，. The Chairman of the Ogilvy and Mather (Greater China) also observes that 
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"every member of society is now seeing his or her social status and personal identity 
redefined by the new economic system. A new middle class is forming that buys 
brands to establish, or re-establish, its place in society" (PEER 1998: 50). 
Despite the general acknowledgement of the formation of a new intermediate 
stratum, there is not a nationwide, majority middle class in China like other 
developed countries. Besides, there is no consistent definition of who constitutes 
China's middle class. In terms of material possession, Yin Yiping (1999: 278-279) 
defines the middle class as having already fulfilled some basic needs (such as 
ownership of TV, telephone and a purchased or rented apartment...etc), and who 
generally reserve more than 10% of the income for saving and investment. To reach 
this level of living standard in China, a family will need to achieve an annual income 
ofUS$10,000 to $50,000. 
In terms of education, unlike the west, not all of them have received higher 
education (Yin 1999: 280). The new middle class in China is essentially fragmented 
due to their different paths of social mobility. Some of them attained their present 
social position through educational credentialism while others grasped the new 
opportunities under market reform and made their way up. The former group of 
people benefited from the stabilisation of the system whereas the latter group gained 
from the instability of the system. In Bourdieu's terminology, their education and 
social origin will be indicative of their habitus, which lead to different lifestyles or 
tastes. 
Economic Capital and Consumption Patterns 
Consumption pattern refers to the differential allocation of income on various 
sectors/items. Table 8 shows a more detailed breakdown of per capita expenditures 
by consumption items and income groups in Guangzhou in 1997. Making reference 
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to the classification of consumer goods devised by Douglas and Isherwood (1980: 
176), those with low income in Guangzhou spend a substantial amount (more than 
50% and up to 62%) of their income on "staple set", i.e. goods corresponding to the 
primary production sector (e.g food). Those with medium-high or above income 
level spend more on "technology set", i.e. goods corresponding to the secondary 
production sector (e.g. travel and consumer's capital equipment) and "information 
set”，i.e. goods corresponding to the tertiary production (e.g. information goods, 
education, arts, cultural and leisure pursuits). 
Table 8 Monthly per Capita Expenditures in 
Urban Guangzhou Households by Income Groups (1997) 
^ Average ^^^^ I ^ow f^；；"" Medium High Highest  
Income Income 化 蒙 Income 丄 “ 一 
Total (yuan) 730.67 491.08 516.14 6 3 8 . 4 7 ~ 710.12 ^ ^ 8 2 ^ 93493 1 126 15 
嚷：丨'爐：摊继id/,;鼻力• By percentage ' 
Food I 49.13 62.43 59.92 53.38 I T s I ~ ~ 4 5 2 2 ~ 43 29 I 40 90 
Clothing 6.29 ~ V n ~ 4.43 5.69 6 3 9 U O 7 % ~ 
Household ,。， ， � 
Items 4.05 4.55 5.27 8.60 7.40 8.73 10.04 
\ledicd 丨 • ‘ —• 
Care • 3.75 3.09 3.23 3.51 3.02 6.46 3.45 
Transport “   
Co:Lca- 5.06 3.28 3.71 4.57 5.12 5.63 6.28 5.27 
tion 
~Recreation， “ 
Education 12.23 8.23 9.93 12.88 12.41 12.53 12 39 13 96 
and Culture 
Housing and , _ 
utilities 10.92 10.60 10.63 10.42 12.77 8.05 8.06 
Other Goods ~ "“：  
and Services 6.26 3.17 3.78 4.26 5.61 6.86 8.00 10.35 
Source: Statistical Yearbook of Guangzhou (1998: 220-221) 
Yin Yiping，in his recently published book entitled “Gaqjihui” (up-scale 
grey / 高級灰)，provides detailed illustrations of the consumption expenditures of 
two Guangzhou middle class families. Mr. Li, in his early thirties, works as a sales 
manager in a large foreign enterprise. His wife also works in the same company. 
Upon graduation from the University, he grasped many opportunities and wealth 
2 Yin is the editor/reporter of the Cosmopolitan magazine. He has since 1997 been the editor-in-chief 
of the Cosmopolitan (Mr.) edition, and recently, also responsible for the Cosmopolitan (Home) edition 
He is typically the rising new cultural intermediary. 
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accumulated, allowing him to purchase a commodity flat in the suburban area costing 
hundreds of thousand yuan. His home is stuffed with a wide range of electrical 
appliances and he also owns a car. Their monthly family income now adds up to 
20,000 yuan. Below were their monthly expenditure patterns in 1997: 
Expenditure Items Percentage of Income (%) 
Food & Eating Out 15 
Clothing 15 
Rent 0 "“ 
Travel 45 (divided by month) 
Entertainment (computer games, hiking) ~6 ‘ ‘ 
Sports and Body Building 一 4 ~ 
Savings " 10 “ 
Transport “ 5 ‘ 
Source: Yin (1999: 71-73) 
Mr. Li regards physical and mental health as the most important thing in 
one's life. Therefore he spent 55% of the income on travelling, entertainment and 
sports in 1997. The major expense was the 20-day trip to the North America, costing 
100,000 yuan. The Li couple's zeal in travelling testifies to Featherstone's 
observation (1991: 19) that the aspiring groups such as the new middle class tend to 
adopt a learning mode towards consumption and the cultivation of a lifestyle. They 
do not have much planning for future as they believe that they are still young and 
able to earn more. Instead of putting money aside for rainy days, they prefer to spend 
now and enjoy live at present. 
Mr. & Mrs. Wang are in their thirties with one baby. Both University 
graduates, Mr. Wang is a manager of a foreign company while Mrs. Wang is a white 
collar. Their monthly family income is around 10,000 yuan. As they just bought 
their own apartment, housing and mortgage constitute the major expense. Besides, 
they expect to spend more in children's education and home decoration. They hope 
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to own the apartment and a car by the age of 40 and earn enough money for 
retirement. Their consumption patterns in 1997 were as follows: 
Expenditure Items Percentage of Income (%) 
Food (including socialising meals) 20 ‘ 
Clothing ‘ 10 ‘ 
Rent "40 
Medical “ 5" ‘  
Family investment ‘ 8 “ ‘ 
Entertainment & Body Building fO ‘ “~~ 
Travel 2 
Self-education & others ~ 5 ‘ • 
Source: Yin (1999: 70-71) 
A survey conducted in August - September 1998 by the Asia Market 
Intelligence of 1,537 respondents of the executive class in Beijing, Guangzhou and 
Shanghai; provides a further glimpse into this budding social strata. It reveals that 
most of them are "investing in future, spending to create an affluent lifestyle for 
themselves and their children and developing an appetite for technology" (Sampson 
and Hornby 1998c: 46). 
In anticipation of future uncertainties, the respondents tend to spend 
cautiously on items that will yield long-term benefits. Not surprisingly, they spend 
on their homes, families and careers. At the same time, as a class experimenting with 
its new-gained wealth, fashionable clothing, international travel and sophisticated 
gadgetry also top their list of consumption. 
Almost half of the respondents had more money to spend compared to 2 years 
ago. Some 61% of them spent their extra cash on home improvements while some 
740/0 reported having their own homes. 56% of the respondents indicated that they 
3 This is the first survey of its kind in China. The respondents include top management in corporations 
senior cadres and entrepreneurs. 65% of the surveyed have University education or higher and a， 
further 20% have completed senior high school (Sampson and Hornby 1998a: 74). ， 
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put aside extra money for saving. However, some people are willing to take greater 
risk for higher return. 27% (mostly joint ventures executives) invested in stocks and 
shares and another 14% in property. But a large number of them (41%) preferred to 
invest in education for themselves or their child (Sampson and Hornby 1998c: 46-7). 
China used to be a cash-only society. Nowadays, some 66% of the 
respondents own a credit or charge card, with a significant 48% reported owning 
foreign credit or charge cards. Leading local cards like Peony, Dragon and Great 
Wall hold less appeal for these executives. Interestingly, card ownership increases 
when age goes down. Almost 80% of those under 35 years of age own a card 
(Sampson and Hornby 1998c: 48). 
Turning to clothing, 73% of the respondents agree that "looking good is 
important to me". They are also highly aware of international brand names, with 35% 
indicating that "wearing mostly designer clothes" apply a great deal or somewhat to 
them (Sampson and Hornby 1998c: 52). 
Of the small number of those who have travelled overseas for pleasure, 52% 
have been to Hong Kong. However, when asked the destination they would like to 
visit most in the next 12 months, the United States top the list (36%), followed by 
Europe (31%) and Hong Kong (28%). 
Cultural Capital and Taste 
Featherstone observes that "the modem individual within consumer culture is 
made conscious that he speaks not only with his clothes, but with his home, 
furnishings, decoration, car and other activities which are to be read and classified in 
terms of the presence and absence of taste" (1987: 59). Taste refers to the 
discriminatory judgement, the knowledge or cultural capital, which enables particular 
groups or categories of people to understand, classify and use new goods 
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appropriately. In China, the issue on tastes and class has suddenly become a heated 
topic of discussion in the late 1990s. 
One of the most popular books sold in 1999 is called Style - Social Class and 
Taste. The book was written on the basis of "Class: A Guide through the American 
Status Systems" by Paul Fussell (1983). Fussell's book tries to provide "an anatomy 
of classes" in the US by identifying different classes through their appearance, home 
decoration, consumption, recreation, education, language...etc. It stimulates 
discussion on whether class differences exist in China and encourages the pursuit of 
taste. Another similar book entitled Class: An Analysis of the Style and Taste of 
Chinese (Chen 1999) also attracts large readership. The author juxtaposes 
contemporary Chinese along the two axes of money and taste, asserting that social 
classes can be easily identified by looking at their tastes and consumption behaviour. 
Following the success of these publications, other books focusing on style and taste 
emerged (e.g. Wang 1999). Among them, an “Arts and Life series" topped the best 
selling list by promoting books like "Drinking Coffee with Picaso", "Flower seeing 
with Monet", "Tasting red wine with van Gogh", "Afternoon Tea with Renoir"...etc. 
Associating leisure activities such as coffee drinking, flower seeing and wine tasting 
with the high culture of arts proves to be a great attraction to the rising middle class， 
who wish to cultivate their aesthetic sensibilities and equip themselves with more 
cultural capital. Such reading taste has been identified by the press as the "Middle 
Class Syndrome" {Nangfang Daily August 29，1999). In fact, the emergence of the 
culture industry itself signals a major social change towards services, images and 
information and the creation of a whole new class of cultural intermediaries and 
knowledge specialists who work in this growing sector of publishing and leisure 
industries. 
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New vocabularies of "taste" have also developed. In Chinese terms, “品味” 
means "taste". However, it is common to see Chinese use the term “品位” rather than 
“品味” to refer to one's style and taste. Both are pronounced aspinwei in Putonghua, 
except that “品位” not only means one's taste, but also one's position. This reflects 
the importance placed by Chinese in linking up taste with one's class/status in the 
society. Such concept is also similar to Bourdieu's definition of taste as the 
manifestation of the different combinations of cultural and economic capital 
possessed by each person. Members of the new middle class understand that 
pecuniary strength alone cannot determine one's social status in a society. They are 
thus eager to raise their cultural tastes and distinguish themselves from the nouveau 
riche，who are regarded as grossly materialistic and vulgar. In Chen's book 
mentioned above, he advises that those without taste can never change their original 
class status. Lavish consumption reflects the lack of good taste and is often despised 
of. Only those who are elegant, with good manner and can exercise self-control will 
be regarded as possessing taste (1999: 40-41). This view is consistent with the 
importance assigned to cultural capital as a marker of high status by Bourdieu (1984) 
and as demonstrated by DiMaggio (1979)，Lamont (1992) and Lamont and Foumier 
(1992). 
Advertising and Consumption Categories 
Study of middle class magazines reveals different advertising patterns from 
those of newspaper advertisements because of their different audience. Figures 3a & 
3b present the advertising categories in New Weekly (NW) and the Chief Executive 
C—a (CEC) surveyed in 1999. Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) ranked first in terms of the percentage of advertising categories 一 33.4% in 
NW and 24.19% in CEC. Fashion and accessories ranked second in NW (28.6%) 
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whereas in CEC, they also constituted 11.29% as the third largest category. Car 
advertisement consisted of 9.5% in NW and 11.29% in CEC, both occupying the 
third place. With a focus on commercial entrepreneurs, CEC also has a higher 
percentage of advertisements on hotels, restaurants and travelling. Due to the nature 
of the advertising medium, real estates advertisements, although representing the 
majority of newspaper advertisements, rarely appear in magazines. 
These figures conform to the survey results from the Asia Market Intelligence 
presented earlier that the middle class has a strong desire for information and 
communication technologies, fashion and accessories, as well as private cars. 
Analysis of the regular editorial section entitled "Consumption" in NW in 1999 also 
shows that the hot consumer items introduced for the middle class include red wine, 
cigar, chocolate, ladies underwear, mobile phone, men's wear (from suit to leisure 
wear)，home decoration, top restaurants, whisky, brand name handbag, jewel and 
gold ornaments. 
It should be noted that advertisements targeting the middle class are less rich 
in text and more image-driven. Despite this, text usually plays a crucial anchorage 
function in the signification process, in which the symbolic nature of consumer 
products is highlighted. The following chapter will first look at the construction of an 
ideal home in the real estate advertisements. 
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Figure 3a Advertising Categories in New Weekly (1999) 
ICTs Fashion & 
33.40% Accessories 
Others Cosmetics and 
3.70% 尸 一 Personal Care 
Hotels / Restaurants / I \ Medicine & Heaftf^ Qo/o 
1 . 0 0 � / � I Food & Drink 7.60O/O 




Figure 3b Advertising Categories in 
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CHAPTER 5 CULTIVATING DIFFERENCES I: CONSTRUCTING THE IDEAL HOME 
I. HOUSING REFORM AND RISING DEMAND FOR COMMODITY HOUSING 
In the Mao era, housing used to be a state-allocated good provided as welfare 
to the people. This provision has gradually become a big financial burden to the 
Government and stagnated the consumer market development. Therefore, one of the 
major goals in the reform era is to vigorously promote the commercialisation and 
marketisation of housing. 
Most people nowadays still live in unit-allocated socialist blocks. In Beijing, 
unit-allocated housing constitutes 55.5% of total housing sources, followed by 37.1% 
in Shanghai. Guangzhou is the city that pioneers housing reform in many aspects. It 
has already reduced the proportion of unit-allocated housing to less than 35% and has 
the highest percentage of home purchase - 14%, as compared to 6% and 5% in Beijing 
and Shanghai respectively (Huang 1998: 367). 
The government encourages the privatisation of housing and subsidises 
housing purchases. For example, the Housing Allowance Scheme was initiated in 
Guangzhou in 1997 and confirmed by the Premier Zhu Rongji during the Ninth 
National People's Congress in early 1998 that the scheme would be the focus of 
housing reform in year 2000 (Hui et al. 1999: 1). The allocation of welfare housing 
was completely terminated in 1999. People are now allowed to own their property, 
which brings them pride. This is reflected in a common saying that "Those with high 
income buy commodity housing {shangpinfang) while those with low income live in 
welfare housing (fulifangT (Ye 1997: 77). 
This socio-political background, coupled with people's increasing demand for 
a better living environment, has spurred waves of private housing construction and 
made home purchase and ownership an irrevocable trend. When asked "what would 
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you buy if you have money?", 62% of the Guangzhou citizens responded with 
"buying house" (NW December 31，1997: 51). In Guangzhou, 3,493,000 m^ of 
residential area was sold in 1998, of which 67% (2,346,000 m^) was purchased by 
individuals, testifying to the high consumption power of consumers (Guangdong 
Statistical Yearbook 1999: 201). The average price of residential housing is 4,767 
RMB/m2 in 1999 and the average per capita living space is 12 m^ (GZD January 8, 
2000). The majority of urbanites still live in cramped housing. Demand for a more 
spacious living area is high as indicated by the gap between the area people now live 
and the area that they plan to purchase (Tables 9a & 9b). While more than 90% of the 
population currently live in a home smaller than 80 m^, about 36% of the people are 
planning to buy one bigger than this size. 
Table 9a Area of Current Living Place in Guangzhou 
^rea (m^) Percentage 
Below 10 ^ 
10-19 — 9.2 
20-29 “ 13.7 
30-39 _ 19.4 
40-49 — 16.2 
50-59 “ 12.9 
60-79 18.3 
80-99 “ 5.4 
Over 100 4.4 
Table 9b Area Planned to Purchase in Future  
^rea (m^) Percentage 
Below 40 ‘ 52 
40-59 24.0 




Over 200 1.1 
Source: IMI (1998: 1783) 
Accompanying the flourishing of housing market has been the blossom of 
private home furnishing. It comprised 40% of the total value of all building 
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furnishing in 1996 (Ye 1997: 285). The market for interior decoration has grown from 
8 billion yuan in 1990 to 60 billion in 1995. By 2000 the market is estimated to reach 
200 billion. Decorating firms also increased from 10,000 in 1990 to 40,000 in 1995 
(Li 1998: 170). Guangzhou people spend an average of 80,000 yuan for home 
renovation according to a survey published in Yangcheng Wanbao (July 9, 1999). The 
city dwellers can now finally decorate and remodel what they can claim as their own 
living space after decades of systematic erasure of the concept of private home. The 
Asia Market Intelligence survey also reveals that 64% of the executive class 
interviewed regarded owning a home as essential to a good life (Sampson and Hornby 
1998b: 44). Home-buying these days is the engrossing topic among urban Chinese. 
II. HOUSING ADVERTISEMENTS 
Identified as the key engine of consumption growth, the housing market has 
expanded quickly. Figure 4 shows the growth of real estate advertisements since 
reform. Analysis of advertisements in GZD and YCW indicates that housing 
advertisements appeared as early as in 1983 when China just opened up. These 
advertisements however targeted overseas Chinese especially those living in Macau 
and Hong Kong who had relatives in China (YCW July 7，1983). Commodity house 
was hardly affordable by local mainland Chinese. Advertisements aiming at local 
purchasers did not appear until 1991. With the government's determination to speed 
up housing reform, the residential estate market gained momentum in 1993， 
outnumbering other advertisements both in terms of quantity and size. Both 
newspapers devote specific pages to housing/real estate news and information. 
Housing advertisements can appear on any page, and very often under the heading of 
"Advertisements" or "Real Estate Advertisements". The size of each advertisement is 
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large as compared to other kinds of advertisements and full-page advertisements are 
very common. Advertisements on residential estates now constitute 36.73% and 
16.80% of total advertisements in GZD and YCW respectively, being the largest 
source of advertisements. 
Regarding the format of advertisements, early ones usually focus on the 
appearance of the building or the reputation of the builder rather than the home 
purchaser. Message conveyed is clear and direct and restricted to the denotative level. 
For example, plate 4 presents an upscale residential area in Guangzhou Baiyun 
District. There is no direct appeal to the consumers. Instead, written specification of 
the living area, price/discount and the location is the focal point. A map showing the 
location and a picture of the residential estate are common components in this kind of 
advertisement. 
In housing advertisements, it is common to see the term “xiaoqu” ( /J�區) to 
refer to an enclave that forms the physical boundary of the living space. In this 
enclave, leisure and sporting facilities are often privatised for the exclusive 
consumption of the dwellers. Therefore xiaoqu is used to connote the exclusiveness of 
Figure 4 Real Estates Adver t isements 
(1983-1999) 
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the community. However, as housing advertisements expand in large-scale, an ideal 
home cannot simply be marketed as a shelter with an emphasis on the physical 
boundary. Home is increasingly portrayed as the locale of good life and the evidence 
of material abundance. As Silverstone remarks, home "is a manifestation of an 
investment of meaning in space" (1994: 28). At the connotative level, the meaning of 
a home is multifarious and highly articulated with the social context (Gottdiener 1995: 
146-147). For example, settling one's home nicely {anju) has always been the major 
concern for the Chinese and is regarded as the basis for career success {leye). As we 
shall see in the housing advertisements, socioeconomic and cultural boundaries are 
often constructed as the most prominent symbolic boundaries for the rising middle 
class. 
III. ADVERTISING THEMES： ALLUDING TO THE MIDDLE CLASS ASPIRATIONS 
Unlike the West where private home purchase can be a working class 
consumption item, in China it is still limited to a small population. In this connection, 
it is justifiable to examine the symbolically constructed middle class through housing 
advertisements. 
The present study shows that in 1993, 68.2% of the housing advertisements 
did not have a dominant theme and 82% of the advertisements adopted the product-
information format. In 1999, the ratio of advertisements without any dominant themes 
reduced to 38.5%. This means that housing advertisements have begun to diversify to 
cater for the more sophisticated consumer tastes and desires. For the other 60% of the 
housing advertisements with a major theme of attraction, the assertion of distinction 
has become an important element contributing to the formation and definition of the 
new urban middle class. The symbolic markers of distinction are represented in 
70 
CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
various ways, as reflected in the major themes shown in Figure 5 and explicated in the 
following sections. 
Figure 5 Themes in Housing Advertisements 
25.0%   
175% 
1993 1995 1997 1999 
Year 
Naturalism —B— Health/Sports —A— Class/Status 
- X - Superiority/Luxury Cultural Taste —e— Foreign Styles 
Establishing Class and Status Distinction 
About 3% of the advertisements constantly and explicitly remind the 
consumers of their class position and elite status. It is speculated that this percentage 
is relatively small because people are still in the process of repositioning themselves 
in the new economy and class identities are unstable. In the mid-1990s, 
advertisements targeting solely at the white collar emerged. The definition of "white 
collar" is by no means unambiguous and can only be taken as a general indicator. 
According to a survey, "white collar" refers to "a fad, a status and a lifestyle" and is 
epitomised by those working in sanzi enterprises (i.e. foreign-invested enterprises). 
Being a white collar connotes "high income, high education, high occupational status 
as well as a good taste and an interest in life" (Yang 1998: 33). Recently, an 
advertisement for Yiya Garden claims that its eloquent lifestyle is tailor-made for 
Guangzhou's "Central District Double White Collar", i.e. both husband and wife are 
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white collar employees (GZD July 9，1999). Located in Yuexiu district, the area is 
said to be comparable to Hong Kong's Central, the major central business district. In 
fact, it is more often to see the so-called "white collar" residential area to be located in 
Guangzhou's newly developed commercial area, Tianhe, where many people engaged 
in IT industry gather. 
Some other advertisements highlight a more specific class position. Jin Ya 
Yuan, for example, markets the estate as "the living harbour for the managerial class” 
(plate 5)，portraying a typical Chinese family with a husband, wife and boy happily 
together. "Harbour" here refers to a calm and peaceful place like home and also to the 
geographical location of the building facing the Pearl River and a bridge, as shown in 
the background of the advertisement. Another advertisement of Southern Garden 
exhorts the consumers to purchase the "choice of the boss,，. The Garden even sets up 
a Boss Club "to suit the need of successful businessmen" (GZD July 24, 1999). 
Advertisements as such convey management and entrepreneurial aspirations of the 
middle class. 
Some other advertisements adopt a personalised format by presenting 
residents' testimonials. Plate 6 is one of the examples. The caption reads "The high 
level life in Qile Yuan". "High-level" here not only denotes the physical height of the 
28-floor building (high-rise apartments with elevators are considered as a sign of 
prestige), but also signifies the high level of living standard accessible only by the 
“high level" residents. The vignette elaborates the style of life in more detail: a 
refreshing aroma, an inspiring spirit of architectural aestheticism and an elite lifestyle 
full of youthfulness and vitality. In the middle of the advertisement are six photos of 
the residents, most of them facing the readers with a big and contented smile. The 
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company, lecturer of fine arts, personal computer sales agent, accounts director of 
advertising firm, lawyer and an expatriate computer engineer. The residents' profile is 
presented as a combination of young, professional, managerial and intellectual class in 
order to attract people of similar class position. It is also interesting to note that IT 
positions dominate three of the six occupations, and three people in the pictures are 
using either mobile phones or computers. These technologies are now the latest 
gadgets chased after by the middle class, as we shall see in Chapter 6. 
The advertisement for Jin Lun Tai in Haizhu invites the readers to "Experience 
the living style of elite" (plate 7). Everything in the estate is geared towards the 
construction of an elite lifetyle: 
elite location - good fengshui 
elite status - government designated elite residential community 
elite atmosphere - community facilities, cultural atmosphere of 
university and green environment 
elite style - bright rooms, wide windows, river view 
elite quality - elegant decoration 
elite combination - reputable investor, developer and contractor 
This vision of elite lifestyle is further signified by a sparkling diamond in the right 
hand side of the advertisement. 
A latest trend is to target the so-called "single aristocrats" who are rich but 
remain unmarried and prefer to live by themselves alone. The visual presentation in 
plate 8 shows a young leisured woman sitting beside the window bay of her apartment, 
which has a magnificent city view. She wears a casual T-shirt with her legs left bare. 
Next to her are a kitty pet lying idle, a glass of cocktail drink, a note pad computer 
and a weight-lifter. While only the computer is a work-related icon signifying the 
lady's professional status, the ensemble of other objects implies that she is enjoying a 
































CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
The above two advertisements are rather conspicuous in presenting the ideal 
home. Plate 7 emphasises the elite status conferred to the owner by the surrounding 
environment and the building itself while plate 8 depicts conspicuous leisure as a 
means of demonstrating social standing. 
Emphasis on Superiority/Luxury 
Superiority/luxury has always been a popular theme in housing advertisements. 
11.40/0 of the advertising themes in 1993 belonged to this category and it increased to 
22.40/0 in 1999. The sense of pride of those who get rich first is well expressed in the 
below quotation from a Tianhe Plaza advertisement (plate 9): 
After a year's hard work, now I finally have time to find a space of my 
own. I don't have a lot of money that allows me to spend freely, but 
hoping to enjoy luxury has always been the innate quality of women. 
That day I went to Jusco (a Japanese department store) and popped into 
an exhibition in Tianhe Plaza. I usually don't quite believe in 
advertisement. However, when I saw the place there, I decided to buy 
it right away. I am now living in my new home in Tianhe Plaza, 
having spent only half of what I expected. I used the rest to buy a car 
which I longed for a long time. The only regret is, my place is too close 
to the city. I can only drive my beloved car for 7 to 8 minutes before 
arriving my office in Zhongtian Plaza. Everytime I return home, I 
sense a different upper class atmosphere immediately. This reminds me 
of the pride and happiness of being a successful woman. 
The main caption encourages the reader: "You can also enjoy this super luxury life”. 
The advertisement depicts a young and successful working woman smiling and 
holding a bunch of flowers. Beside her is a car, another status symbol, and next to the 
car is the external look of Tianhe Plaza. Superiority is constructed by the ability to 
live in an upper class area, which distinguishes the home owner from people living in 
other areas, as well as the possession of a private car. Having a female home 
purchaser as the focus of the advertisement also testifies to the increasing economic 
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CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
Very often, the scarcity code is adopted to express luxury/superiority 
(Mortelmans 1998: 2000). An advertisement for Lakeshore Villa explicitly states that 
"Many people can afford a luxury chandelier, but not many can have their house fit 
one in!" (YCW July 19，1997). Superiority is also signified by the command of 
residential heights or best scenic views. Hua Guo Shan Zhuang is situated at a hill top 
in the Yuexiu District, with a scenic environment and fresh air. The advertisement 
stipulates that "many people aspire to this wonderful mountain view; but very few can 
own this sophisticated living space"... "Scarcity of the units results in a unique living 
circle for the upper class". This enclave is so exclusive that the selling price is even 
not mentioned in the advertisement (GZD Oct 16，1999). 
While many advertisements display the superior status of the home owner 
without much reservation, recent advertisements tend to highlight the distinction in a 
more subtle and indirect way. The latest series of advertisements for Lakeshore Villa 
expresses prestige in a less conspicuous manner (plate 10). The left hand side of the 
advertisement shows a big word: Pride. On the right is the sketch of a man 
contemplating with pride and the caption below states that "living in the Lakeshore, 
the subtly expressed prestige makes me feel proud". The small narrative in the middle 
also reiterates that without the need to show off，the grandness and luxury of the villa 
as well as the nobility of the residents will be felt unnoticeably. 
Increasingly, flamboyance in housing design and decoration are no longer 
desired and regarded as a cultivated taste. Instead, minimalism has become the trend. 
Suntrap Garden advocates a simple modem style of life as reflected in the heading of 
, the advertisement: Modernity/Minimalism (plate 11). The advertisement further 
appeals to those who "dare to create the fad, to out-compete others", and who "wish to 














































































































































































































CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
simplicity are on the rise. More and more people tend to invest in a quieter brand of 
luxury based on comfort and quality and avoid over design. 
Desire for Naturalism 
With the environmental degradation of land, water and air in the urban area, 
many people hope to find an oasis, segregated from the hustle and bustle of city. 
Naturalistic theme with an emphasis on the green and other new and valued meanings 
such as environmentalism, nature-friendly, anti-urbanism has therefore been a major 
advertising theme, accounting for 9.1% of total advertisements in 1993 and 17.4% in 
1999. Eraser's study of luxury housing advertisements in Shanghai similarly reveals 
that "Gasification, or the marketing of oasis, is the main strategy by which private 
housing is packaged as desirable and inviting" (2000: 27). 
The award winning advertisements of Ever Bright Garden have the natural 
environment packed into a glass bottle, which becomes easily accessible (plate 12). 
Symbols of nature, such as green forestry, tranquil moon night and blue sky, are all 
well-packaged for "permanent consumption" of the residents. The Garden offers the 
residents a purely natural and totally healthy lifestyle. 
"Green Garden" is a residential area in the Tianhe District, also a "super large 
green environmental-friendly community". Its advertisement shows a fresh green leaf 
floating on water, connoting a sense of freshness. Caption on the top right hand comer 
reads, "New Discovery, New Experience" (GZD Oct 23, 1999). The advertisement 
further indicates that this enclave is specifically designed for those outstanding people 
striving for excellence. Plate 13 is another advertisement for the "Green Garden" 
. entitled "Seeding". This time the advertisement presents a picture of three farmers 
seeding on a large green field, invoking the idea of rural idyll. In fact, “becoming a 
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CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I: THE IDEAL HOME 
fanner" and "back to the nature" have become popular fads for city dwellers since 
1997 (NW December 31, 1997: 56). The small caption in the advertisement reads: 
In North Tianhe where land is scarce and expensive, a green place 
becomes more valuable. People are surprised that in a land of 50,000 
m^, we reserved 20,000 m^ for a private garden, a garden on the 
podium, swimming pool and club house. In the “Green Garden", we 
sprinkled the green seeds. 
Here, not only is ruralism romanticised for the urbanites, but the nature and the 
greenery are commodified and privatised, at the price of 5,000 R M B W . The scarcity 
code also functions here by highlighting the scarcity of green environment in a city 
area, possession of which signifies a superior status. Exclusivity and rarity are 
emphasised in order to make consumers believe that the offer is highly limited 
(Mortelmans 1998: 201). 
Closely related to the popularity of "green consumerism" is the construction of 
"ecological community”. Hi-Field Garden in Haizhu District claims that it is the 
largest up-scale community with a tropical style ecological garden (plate 14). The 
picture shows a constellation of tress, plants, flowers, water, birds and fishes，all 
juxtaposed together in a harmonious and peaceful environment. People living there 
can enjoy the pleasure of nature anytime. 
Xin Kang Garden on the other hand, claims that it is the largest ecological 
residential area in East Guangdong (plate 15). The caption invites the readers to 
"enjoy the pure nature in a countryside with no pollution". Below this main caption 
are elaboration on the features of the garden and the pleasure that the home owner can 
enjoy: 
In the bird-watching outlook, you can listen to the sound of birds and 
incest and be a "different from ordinary" person; 
Peacocks scrolling in the garden; people and the nature melt into one; 
The spacious natural environment and the rich plants function just like 








































































































































CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
Like many other advertisements, the "ratio of oasis" is specified (up to 50% for Xin 
Kang Garden). Again, this ratio works on the scarcity code, associating the 
oasis/green zone to an elite lifestyle. 
Guangzhou Baiyun Golf Garden focuses on water quality as a major concern 
in choosing the right place to live (plate 16). This echoes with the latest trend of 
distilled water consumption (Yin 1999: 84). The Garden is designed according to the 
international ecological living standard with the collaboration of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences so that water is distributed to each family according to its 
quality and for different purposes. As such, the cleanliness of water is assured and 
wastage reduced. Despite all these facilities, it states that it is only a "golf ecological 
garden for ordinary families". As golf remains the preeminent leisure activity for the 
upward mobile and distinguished circles, we see how distinction is constructed 
paradoxically through an emphasis on "ordinary". 
Sports-oriented and Health-Conscious 
Consumerism infiltrates all aspects of social life and in housing 
advertisements, sport is also commercialised. With the rising living standard, people 
are more concerned about their physical health and fitness. The Asia Intelligence 
Market survey indicated that 88% of the executive class regarded health as essential to 
good life, which came second after a happy marriage/relationship (Sampson and 
Hornby 1998b: 44). 
Sports and health theme has started to gain popularity since 1997 and 
constituted 8.7% of the residential advertisements in newspaper in 1999. Guangzhou's 
. Olympic Garden epitomises such concern for a healthy lifestyle. Two Olympic Game 
winners are hired as the estate's honorary advisor and the estate claims to be the first 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
fitness engineering (plate 17). There is no person in the advertisement, but only three 
pairs of sports shoes lying on the grass in front of a door, which obviously belong to a 
family of father, mother and son. Below the picture is its famous motto: "Sports is just 
at the door steps". From the text we learn that the family has just gone out for some 
activities, which include ball games, lawn bowling, rock climbing, oxygen bar, health 
assessment centre...etc. This absence of person in the advertisement invites the 
readers to construct a self - we can become the absent persons who lead a healthy 
lifestyle. By participating in various sporting activities, the middle class family 
engages in a learning mode of life. 
Foreign Lifestyles 
Since its opening up, Guangzhou has always taken Hong Kong as its model 
due to their geographical and cultural proximity. As early as 1993，residential estates 
developed by Hong Kong developers appeared on the market. The Guangzhou 
Fortuna Garden developed by Hong Kong's famous New World Development Co. 
Ltd. is compared to Hong Kong's upscale living area (plate 18). The advertisement 
depicts three persons with business suits drinking and chatting in a hotel style setting. 
The lady notes that she lives in Blue Pool Road of Happy Valley in Hong Kong. The 
other man remarks that Guangzhou also has an upscale area 一 the Fortuna Garden! 
The Hong Kong style of design is often regarded as of superior quality. For 
instance, everything in the Tianhe Plaza is modelled after Hong Kong: 
Hong Kong style architectural design 
Hong Kong style leisure and recreation facilities 
Hong Kong style interior design and decoration 
Hong Kong style security management 
, Hong Kong style public facilities and management 
Hong Kong style home services 























































































































CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
Many residential estates claim that they can provide a "purely Hong Kong style of 
living experience" to its residence. For example, Hong Yu Plaza promises to provide 
"a top class shopping centre, restaurants, supermarkets, club house, sauna, ... and a 
relaxed, sophisticated, convenient and fashionable Hong Kong style of life 
comparable to Hong Kong's large scale residential estate" (GZD Oct 23, 1999). In all 
these advertisements. Hong Kong style connotes modernity and advancement as well 
as a guarantee of quality. 
Apart from Hong Kong lifestyle, foreign lifestyle has always remained 
attractive to the mainland Chinese. In the early years of reform, almost everything 
foreign had an automatic attraction for Chinese consumers (Schell 1984). Ming Ya 
Garden has a landscape design modelling after eight different foreign countries. For 
example, one advertisement depicts the garden life in Switzerland and the other 
shows the sunshine in California (plates 19a & 19b). The models in the 
advertisements are all foreigners, except a Hong Kong singer, Alan Tarn, who is the 
spokesperson for this estate. The sense of foreignness resonates with ideas of 
desirable, stylish and exotic foreign places, which connote a superior mythic quality. 
Cultural Taste 
A cultivated taste is indispensable for the more educated new middle class. 
Bourdieu (1984) suggests that the display of “cultivated dispositions", i.e. of cultural 
capital, is one of the most highly prized cultural traits among the middle class. 
Members of the dominant class share distinctive tastes and lifestyles that act as status 
markers and facilitate integration into this group. It is found that in 1999，4.3% of the 
, advertisements put an emphasis on the cultural atmosphere and taste associated with 
the living environment and the neighbourhood. 
� . 80 
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CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
Such advertisements often present an ambience that are aesthetically or 
spiritually pleasing. Jinan Garden, located close to the Jinan University, highlights the 
"taste of life" as its main marketing theme. Plate 20 depicts a cold drink on a table, 
with the caption beside reads: 
Raising the glass and drinking alone, past memories have emerged... 
Having lived a busy life for many years, now I finally have my own 
home and can enjoy the pleasure of life. Thinking back I still followed 
my steps despite the coolness of people and the battle in the 
commercial sector. This is because I truly believe that road is walked 
out by people Enjoy the pleasure of success and find a private 
space in busy life. Perhaps this is the requisite for a good house. 
Another advertisement of Jinan Garden illustrates a peaceful night, where the reader is 
invited to sit by the window bay to enjoy the moonlight...(plate 21) 
It's always been my dream to live in the University forever. Now I can 
finally live in a 26-floor apartment, pouring a glass of red wine, 
listening to the piano, looking at the moonlight, forgetting all worry 
and grief...sipping the wonderful wine and getting drunk with the 
moonlight Fully experience the poetic romance. Perhaps this is the 
requisite for a good house. 
In both advertisements, a peaceful home environment accompanied by music and 
wine is depicted. The owner of the apartment is absent in the picture, but gives a 
narrative of his/her own thought towards life. Through this, readers are invited to 
become the owners themselves. 
Tianyi Plaza also emphasises that its location is the origin of Zhongshan 
University (plate 22). Together with five other universities nearby, the area becomes a 
"Guangzhou cultural life circle". The most prominent image that pops up in the 
advertisement is a Chinese calligraphy written as diling renjie (地靈人傑).Chinese 
believes that a spiritual place nourishes outstanding people, and Tianyi Plaza is the 
place where many famous people originated. On the right is another Chinese word 
yuan ' \ meaning source. The place is said to be the "source of modem culture, the 
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classic books signifying the importance of tradition. Next to the books is a boy 
practising bicycle with the help of his father. This reverberates with the text beside 
that with such a spiritual land, the next generation will grow and even stand on the 
shoulders of the previous giants. 
Another commodity house as shown in plate 23 is even named as "Culture 
Building". The grand marble entrance hall with a huge chandelier signifies the 
luxurious living environment that satisfies the residents' material desires. The 
building also addresses the residents' spiritual needs by setting up an arts and culture 
club. The clubhouse provides cultural saloon, children's art and technology centre, 
internet book store apart from other traditional Chinese cultural legacies such as 
gourmet culture, tea culture, wine culture and flower culture. The smaller pictures on 
the left show images of Chinese calligraphy, piano and violin, books, Chinese 
medicine and wine, which altogether signify the cultural atmosphere of the residence. 
Cultivated taste is also exhibited by the ability to associate with people of 
similar quality. "Human factors" are certainly important considerations for middle 
class home buyers, who tend to establish distinction with other social groups and 
maintain relationship with the group of similar socioeconomic and cultural capital. 
Another Jinan Garden advertisement (plate 24) directly highlights that “Being the 
neighbour of professors, it's really good!". The owner of the house soliloquies: 
I fell in love with this place when I studied at the University. I wanted 
to live in this peaceful and comfortable environment forever. There is 
no noise of the market, only sound of reading and the romantic feeling 
of walking under the shades of the trees. Sometimes you can listen to 
seminars held by professors and chat with students. Days are so leisure. 
, The visual images of a pair of spectacles, a classic ink pen and a painting serve to 
















































































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 5 CULTIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
The Riverside Garden stresses that "elegant people gather with elegant people, 
forming a unique human atmosphere" (plate 25). It is an area where the city's elites 
gather. The advertisement further reads: "You are choosing the environment, and you 
are also affecting the environment... the Riverside Garden's excellent residents are 
expecting new neighbours to continue this tradition. Please think and act carefully 
when deciding who would be your neighbours." The dominant image of a group of 
well-dressed professional women gives the consumers a sense of belonging to a class 
of cultivated taste. The faces/appearances of the women are not shown, allowing the 
readers to imagine and substitute themselves as one of them. Using Lamont's (1992) 
concept, socioeconomic and cultural boundary work is clearly in operation to assert 
distance from some social groups and align with others. The area is not just for 
everyone, but people united by their rarefied taste and sophistication. 
Association with foreigners is always regarded as having a higher status and a 
more refined taste than that with the local. Li An Garden emphases the pride in having 
foreign ambassadors as neighbour, and the ability to enjoy the same environment and 
space as them (plate 26). The flags and the children of various nationalities shown in 
the advertisement further connote a cosmopolitan and an international outlook of the 
residents. 
Education and Learning 
Chinese parents are increasingly willing to use their purchasing power to 
consume for their children. In particular, families invest heavily in children's 
education because it offers the new generation the best opportunity for advancement. 
A study of parental purchase for Shanghai children also shows that educational 
achievement is the major criterion for assessing children (Davis & Sensenbrenner 


















































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 5 CUL TIVA TING DIFFERENCES I： THE IDEAL HOME 
schools nearby where children can easily attend. Jinan Garden, for example, provides 
kindergarten, primary and secondary schools (plate 24). Children living there can 
grow up in a good learning environment which helps entering into the University 
without much difficulty. The learning environment has become one of the 
requirements that constitutes a good home. 
Plate 27 entitled "Home in a global village" gives another vivid illustration of 
the importance of education, and preferably western style education . 
"The global village - located in Guangzhou's new district for ambassys, 
features human civilisation and gathers elite from the world. The 
ambassadors of England, France and America ...etc bring in elegance 
and also create an unmatched human environment. When your kids 
leam and play with foreign kids, when you visit your foreign friends at 
their homes, and when you exchange your views with the gentlemen-
like foreign representatives... all these affect you subtly. Here is the 
cradle for cultivating China's PhDs and English gentlemen." 
The left hand side of the advertisement presents a smiling baby with a graduation cap 
looking into an encyclopaedia-like book. Behind the baby is the London Big Ben 
signifying Englishness and an atmosphere of foreign culture. The small text at the 
bottom right comer further states that discounts will be offered to foreigners, overseas 
Chinese, intellectuals and artists in order to attract people of higher cultural 
background. Several themes stand out in this advertisement. First, the sense of 
superiority is enhanced by association with foreigners. Second, a global perspective is 
highly valued. Last but not least, the above-mentioned two conditions help contribute 
to the formation of a culturally sophisticated community which will be the cradle for 
children's healthy grow-up. 
IV. OWNERSHIP OF LIFESTYLE 
From the housing advertisements examined, we witness a change from a 
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recently, lifestyle, where the environments, the surrounding settings and the people 
altogether portray a vision of idealised lifestyle. It was found in the study that almost 
all housing advertisements in 1991 were product-informational. This reduced to 
68.4% in 1995 and 46.6% in 1999. At the same time, more advertisements started to 
adopt the product image and the personalised formats, representing 24.2% and 16.8% 
respectively in 1999. Most noticeably has been the increase in advertisements 
representing a particular lifestyle attractive to the middle class, which constituted only 
3% in 1997 but leaped to 12.4% in 1999. As Fraser notes, there is a shift from the 
"ownership of home" to the "ownership of lifestyle" (2000: 52). Studying the 
meanings of home becomes important as home has become a place of consumption, 
segregated from the productive workplace. 
The ideal lifestyle is also frequently constructed via the advertorials in the real 
estate sections in newspapers. For example, one of these covert advertisements 
addresses to "successful people" who have international experience and therefore a 
unique taste for their lifestyle. For them, the best reward after years of hard work is to 
enjoy red wine, Cuba cigar, art of Chinese tea and reading, all available in the estate's 
club house (GZD July 17, 1999). In a later edition, the living area is repackaged as the 
"satellite city for the elite", who possesses a "new value of living". Its residents are 
high quality elite from different sectors and thus have a higher standard for living 
environment. The elites possess deep cultural dispositions, advance thinking, and do 
not blindly follow the fad. They pursue a simple, comfortable, leisurely modem 
lifestyle, and do not bring work pressure home, similar to the lifestyle practice of 
. foreigners. Under the spacious and peaceful natural environment, they enjoy elegance, 
experience fashion and gather with people of similar taste, drink coffee and chat … 
(GZD January 20, 2000). 
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The South China Morning Post also published a feature on an ideal home of a 
Guangzhou new middle class (Forestier 1998). The home owner, Mr. Yao, is a 43 
year old cinematographer, a typical cultural intermediary, and has made his fortune 
through the production of TV commercials. His house is located in a suburban area 
close to Panyu, most favoured by Guangzhou's new middle class. He built the 260 
square metres house in 1.2 million and furnished it with another 1.2 million. The 
dream house is decorated with "wooden beams and doors, latticed windows and a 
minstrel's gallery", all designed in a Victorian style. There is also an English country 
style kitchen, Western bathrooms, large fireplace, garden and roof patio. He thinks 
that his house is different from other nearby luxurious houses which are too 
conspicuous in the display of wealth. His house has a style of its own and exhibits 
different taste. 
In summary, the middle class portrayed here is health and environment 
conscious, has a strong desire for nature, appreciates cultural sophistication and 
refined taste, eager to integrate themselves with people of similar socioeconomic and 
cultural background, yet hoping to distinguish their status by superior housing 
location, design and facilities. This distinction is increasingly cultivated via a more 
subtle way that links to a lifestyle reflecting their aspirations. 
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CHAFTER 6 CULTIVATING DIFFERENCES n： JCONSUMING TECHNOLOGIES ^ 
I. MODERNISATION AND GOOD LIFE 
For the Chinese government, one of the most important themes in the Four 
Modernisation Programme is the modernisation of science and technology. As an 
official ideology, technological development has thus played an indispensable part in 
the process of China's modernisation. On the other hand, to be modem means 
embracing the culture of technology (Wang 2000: 60). Modernity is embodied in 
products that are new, technological and western. For example, when Citizen watch 
made its entry to China, it was said to contribute to the modernisation of China with 
its advance and fashionable technology that tops the world (plate 28). 
The advancement of technologies has increased both the quantity and quality 
of consumer goods and brought about material abundance. Material betterment 
centering around the family has become a dream shared by all. First came the waves 
of purchase of the big electrical items, followed by the rise of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) and recently, the arrival of the era of car 
ownership. This chapter will focus on the consumption of these technologies and the 
vision of good life brought about by technologies and portrayed in advertisements. 
Figures 6a and 6b illustrate the changing proportion of advertisements on electrical 
appliances, ICTs and automobiles in newspapers (GZD and YCW) and magazine 
(CEC) respectively. 
These advertisements have reintroduced the meanings of goods life to 
Chinese people. In the early years, the images of "good life" were just characterised 
by an abundance of goods, conveniences and comforts. Very often this was portrayed 
by showing several different types of products, with their availability and variety 
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rational efficiency and technological sophistication. Later, good life has been 
referred to a life of leisure created via images that embody leisure, freedom from care 
and from the necessity of labour. 
Recently, it is more common to see good life associated with the realm of 
fashion, expressiveness, changeability and pleasure. The settings in which the 
lifestyle activities appear as well as the values of appeal become more prominent. 
The old world notions of quality and durability have given way to new world 
priorities of novelty, pleasure and frequent changes in style. 
Figure 6a Newspaper Advertisements of Major 
Technological Products 
25 — 
1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 
Electrical appliances ICTs -Vehicles 
Figure 6b Magaz ine Adver t isements of Major 
Technolog ica l Products 
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II. THE MODERN HOME ELECTRIFICATION 
Wither Tidal Wave Consumption? 
Advertisements for electrical appliances have always been one of the most 
popular advertising items since 1983 (Table 6 under Chapter 4). An examination of 
newspaper advertisements (Figure 6a) reveals that in 1981，advertisements for 
electrical appliances comprised only 3% of the total advertisements. Within a short 
period of time from 1983 to 1985, the proportion of advertisements experienced a 
marked 10% growth. The demand for electrical appliances reached a first peak in 
1985, constituting 16.76% of newspaper advertisements. 
This rapid growth can be explained by the traditional Chinese emphasis on 
the general material well-being of family and home. In order to improve the standard 
of living, household electrical appliances (Jiayong dianqi) have become the most 
desirable consumer products in the early years of opening up. The black and white 
television sets were the first on the list, which later included colour televisions, 
refrigerators, washing machines, air-conditioners, hi-fi systems...etc. The "three 
bigs" became a symbol for authenticating the identity of individual households as 
being "modem families". 
Figure 6a reveals that the demand skyrocketed again in 1991, comprising 
21.85% of newspaper advertisements and a 9.82% increase over 1989. This trend 
reflects the large-scale influx of electronic technologies into the home and the rapid 
process of "home electrification" in China. This "tidal wave consumption" 
(pailangshi xiaofei) phenomenon, where consumers from all walks of life mindlessly 
, purchased the same kind of items, disappeared in the mid-1990s. This was because 
most families had already completed their "family modernisation" process by 
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acquiring all the "essential" items. Besides, stabilisation of consumer goods market 
ensured adequate and continuous supply of products. 
The mid- to late-1990s witnessed a period in which a new generation of 
advanced appliances entered into Chinese families to replace the old ones. The 
booming housing market in the 90s also gave a push to the home appliances market. 
This was evident in the small peak in electrical appliances advertising in 1997 
(Figures 6a & 6b). However, the process this time was by no means homogeneous, 
contrary to that in the early 1990s. This is because the Chinese society has undergone 
rapid differentiation and different social strata have emerged. Conformity has been 
replaced by a diversification in consumer choices. 
The Making of a Modern Home 
In the early stage of reform, advertisements were mostly information and 
product-oriented, with modernisation as a main theme. For example, the Phoenix 
washing machine (plate 29) is touted as having a fully automatic washing cycle and 
the benefits of convenience, time and effort saving. The characteristics of the 
machine remain the major focus. The slogan at the bottom also promises that by 
using this washing machine, “you will lead a more comfortable new lifestyle". The 
advertisement further asserts that "automation of laundry is the trend towards 
modernisation of housework". Appeal to home modernisation was commonly used in 
this period and was often regarded as complementary to the state's modernisation 
process. The Hitachi portable cassette recorder, when it first made its entry to China, 
also stressed that it brought about "modem new enjoyment" {xiandai xin xiangshou) 
, to people (YCW September 3，1981). The possession of these items certainly marks 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 6 CUL TIVA TING DIFFERENCES II： CONSUMING TECHNOLOGIES 
Home modernisation has led to the redefinition of housework as women's 
work. It is not uncommon to see advertisements appealing to housewives by 
highlighting the labour-saving functions of consumer durables and the satisfaction 
for all family members. The National advertisement vividly portrays an ideal image 
of a new home life (plate 30). A happy housewife with an apron is surrounded by 
various electrical products made by National, such as rice cooker, iron, vacuum 
cleaner and refrigerator. Next to the icon of each electrical appliance is a brief 
description of its features, which include "convenient", "clean", "simple", "quick", 
"handy", "highly efficient"... etc. With the assistance of these technological products, 
"good life can easily be realised" without much effort, as stated in the caption at the 
bottom. Through this advertisement, electrical appliances are turned into necessities 
for an efficient housewife, and heavy domestic chores are transformed into 
pleasurable and easy tasks. 
Increasingly, housework, or home management, has become not just a job, 
but an expression of love and warmth performed by woman for her family. Forty 
(1986) notes that housework has been aestheticised in the sense that the standards 
used to judge housework has included not only "scientific and technical aspects 
regarding hygiene and efficiency, but also those of style, harmony and atmosphere". 
In China, this change can also be ascertained from the jettison of product-information 
format to the adoption of personalised format in the selling of electrical appliances. 
Instead of specifying the features of the products, the Hungyun fan 
advertisement features a little girl sleeping tightly with her arm holding a saving box 
. in the shape of a house (plate 31). The caption reads: Soft Wind, Sweet Dream. The 
smaller text on the left records the dreaming of old days when a mother waved the 
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the new modal of electric fan was used. The Himgyun fan was said to extend the love 
and care of mother. All the images connote an ambience of family warmth and 
comfort brought about by the electric fan. Thus the product not only represents an 
emotional experience of happiness and satisfaction, but becomes that experience and 
produces it. 
The aestheticisation and stylisation of electrical appliances can be seen in 
plate 32. The Little Prince refrigerator claims to be the latest design in the 1990s and 
is the ideal product for households that eagerly pursue an elegant aesthetic style. It is 
said that the freezer's fresh colour and pretty look fit in nicely with the living 
environment. The refrigerator has become one piece of item indispensable to a 
modem household. Another more recent advertisement of Hualing refrigerator 
specifically caters for Guangdong people (plate 33). The refrigerator is deigned to 
suit the humid weather in Guangdong and Guangdong people's fondness of eating 
fresh sea food. More importantly, Guangdong is a pioneer in economic reform. With 
its material prosperity, Guangdong people are leading the fad in terms of taste and 
consumption style. As such, 50% of Guangzhou families are using Hualing 
refrigerator, which is "of high quality, up-market and fashionable". Refrigerator has 
become a product not just for the purpose of food preservation, but a means of 
reflecting people's taste. 
Instead of highlighting the products as basic necessities, some advertisements 
tend to create and address new consumption habits adhered to the products, such as 
the desire for a green and healthy life. Recently, many "green" commodities are 
being advertised. The term "green" symbolises not just environmental friendliness 
but also good health and extra strength that an individual can acquire from the 
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gives out quiet and "natural" wind (YCW January 14, 2000). In the age of "floating 
signifiers", anything can be made to be healthy and fit, even for inanimate objects. 
For example, Sharp claims to have a "healthy" air-conditioner free of germs (GZD 
March 30, 2000). Another big refrigerator producer, Kelon, goes further to 
promulgate the idea of a "digital ecological refrigerator" (plate 34)，which signifies 
its high-techness and freshness. Although the so-called "ecological refrigerator" has 
nothing to do with environmental protection, the advertisement offers a lucky draw 
to readers where the winner can experience the nature by joining an eco-tour. These 
are obvious examples of how meanings beyond mere use values are associated with 
objects, and through which distinction and differences are made with other products 
that simply fulfil basic necessity. 
Advertising surrounding the home has become more elaborate and extensive. 
It has shifted its address from a matter of necessity towards a problematic of pleasure, 
choice and self-fulfilment. Labour-saving has become leisure, and hygiene has been 
sublimated into pleasure. Home is therefore shaped as a place for personal pleasure. 
Using of certain products will lead to a better life, expressing personal taste, status 
and the notions of modernity and affluence. 
III. DECIPHERING INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES 
The Latest Gadgets 
Most of the Chinese will remember the old days when the ownership of a 
television set was regarded as a great family asset. As Mackay comments, "The act 
of getting a television generally seems to be remembered as a sign of progress, a 
visible sign of joining, or at least not being left out of 'the new，” (1997: 280). The 
Guangdong mobile telecom taps on this collective memory in its advertisement by 
portraying a large group of people gathering around a television enjoying the only 
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entertainment at that time (plate 35). Today, televisions are no longer the hottest item 
chased after by people. The television era has given way to the digital world of 
computers and internet. It is obvious that while various electrical appliances have 
stuffed ordinary Chinese families, they can no longer serve as a distinct status marker. 
For the rising middle class, there is a hype surrounding new electronic gadgets, 
especially those related to information and communication technologies (ICTs). In 
the era of knowledge economy, ICTs are becoming a key component of household 
cultures of consumption. The ownership and display of such technologies have also 
become crucial to the definition of personal identity. 
Some figures well demonstrate the exponential growth of ICT products. The 
sales of personal computers (PCs) are increasing at an annual rate of 50% with the 
reduced prices at 8,000 to 10,000 yuan. In 1996，sales of PCs grew to 1.5 million 
units and by year 2000, it is expected that sales should reach 5 million units (Li 1998: 
137). In Guangdong, computer tops the list of items people intend to purchase in the 
next 12 months. In 1998, over one-third of the people planned to buy a computer 
(National Information Centre 1998: 38 & 40). 
The middle class is used to work with computers. About 49.1% use 
computers at home while 34.7% use computers both at home and at work (Yin 1999: 
84). The Asia Market Intelligence survey of Chinese elite also reveals a similar result 
where 51% reported that they have computers at home, and a further 26% said they 
intended to buy one in the next 12 months (Sampson and Hornby 1998a: 77). 
Computers have become such an important product that they are even personified as 
• a "new family member" in an advertisement {Nanfang Daily Sept 18，1998). 
Another hot ICT product is mobile phone. In the 80s and early 90s, mobile 
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powerful status symbol. They were usually publicly displayed by holding 
prominently in hand. In 1993，200,000 mobile phones were estimated to be in use in 
Guangdong province (Zhao 1997: 55). In 1998，there were 1.2 million newly added 
mobile phone users, adding up to 24 million total users (IMI 1999: 2978). 
Advertisements on ICTs have experienced a rapid growth since 1995 (Figures 
6a & 6b). For magazine advertisements, ICT products have always been the top three 
advertising item. The increase since 1997 has been so fast that almost one-third of 
the advertisements in CEC now belongs to ICT products. The proportion of ICT 
advertisements in NW is even higher, amounting to 33.4% in 1999 and 44.6% in 
2000. 
Louis Leung (1998) has researched on the adoption of new media 
technologies for social identity and its relationship to lifestyle in China. He finds that 
individuals who adopt more technologies tend to have a higher socioeconomic status 
and are found to be more sophisticated and fashionable in their lifestyle, with a great 
desire to expand their life and to improve themselves by taking on challenges (1998: 
786). Some of these findings can be ascertained from the advertisements studied in 
the ensuing sections. 
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Fashionable Lifestyle and Aesthetic Qualities 
Unlike electrical appliances, ICT products are rarely presented as durable or 
efficient in advertisements. Nor is their functional utility highlighted as a main 
concern for consumers. The review of ICT advertisements in Chinese newspapers 
and magazines confirms Silverstone et al.'s observation that these products are 
purchased as much for their appearance and their compatibility with the dominant 
aesthetic rationality of the home as for their functional significance (1992: 23). 
In order to attract home computer users, computers are very often 
appropriated into a home setting (e.g. plates 36 & 37). Both Start and Legend 
computers adopt a similar advertising structure, presenting a woman sitting 
comfortably on a sofa in a well-decorated living room. Examining plate 36 in detail, 
a full set of computer and related equipment are placed properly in the centre of the 
room next to a lady who is reading casually. The major theme that pops up from the 
advertisement is a "fashionable life created by technology". The narrative elaborates 
how this fashionable life can be achieved: 
"Possessing a fashionable 'Dream of the Century' (name of computer) 
brightens up your warm home. Its fresh look and the transparent blue 
body make me think of the sea far beyond horizon. Its cute and fancy 
parts give me freedom to do anything.. .Technology creates 
fashionable lifestyle. ...Possessing the 'Dream of the Century' made 
by Start Computer, I am happy.“ 
The focus of the advertisement is on the computer's sleek design, its 
compatibility with the home environment, and the pleasurable personal feelings that 
it brings to the owner. The culture of technology is glorified by an emphasis on its 
ability to create a fashionable and hedonistic lifestyle, instead of the high 
performance of the computer. In this way, consumption level is elevated beyond 
mere utilitarian serviceability. The lady is also used as a prop to contribute to the 
living room's harmony. She is an object in the room made to match the computer. In 
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this advertisement, person, product and setting of consumption are harmonised 
around a unified impression to provide a vision of consumption style, without the 
need to emphasise the act of consumption. 
Another Legend computer advertisement similarly highlights how its 
computers can fit in with people's lifestyle (plate 38). The new Tianlu series 
computer is said to be "the choice of style", fashionable and healthy. The display of 
computer in the advertisement cannot be understood in isolation but has to be seen in 
completeness and consistency with the other three pictures that portray different 
aspects of life - fashion, home and sports. The stylistic clothing, the simple and 
practically designed home as well as the healthy and lively sporting activities 
together signify a fashionable way of life, which perfectly matches the computer. 
McCracken (1988) calls this the "Diderot Effect" to describe the expressive and 
functional unities, where things are experienced as going together. Commodities in 
all the above advertisements have acquired an aura beyond just the function. The 
products are transfunctionalised and removed from their original use. Instead, they 
are acquired for their style. Home aesthetics certainly exists and become the core 
values of the Chinese middle class. 
The focus on aesthetic qualities is also commonly noted. For example, the 
Legend desktop computer in plate 39 is compared to people wearing jade ornaments, 
with a smooth appearance and a solid interior, as well as pure and high quality. The 
computer represents a particular quality/temperament, which is impressive but not 
extravagant. Possession of it manifests the taste of the owner. 
, The display of aesthetic style is also evident in the advertisement for mobile 
phones. For example, in plate 40 the phone is hung on the neck of the model, just 
like a necklace, inviting gazes from other people. Its decorative function is further 
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strengthened in the caption at the centre of the advertisement - the sparkle is 
comparable to a pearl necklace. It is also said that although there is no real diamond 
or necklace, the phone itself is able to catch people's attention in a party. The phone 
is said to be a combination of humanised technology and fashionable design concept 
with its appearance, such as the streamline body, the colour and the fashionable 
hanging design, being the major focus. This use of a jewelry/decorative code easily 
transfUnctionalises the products into pieces of adornment/accessories, withdrawing 
all instrumentality and functionality (Mortelmans 1998: 197). 
While the above advertisement targets mainly female audience, it is 
interesting to note that when addressed to male audience, gratification is often 
derived from acquisitions that express their success in the masculine world of 
commerce. A palm-style personal digital assistant is said to be the “real fashionable 
secretary" tailor made for people engaging in business and politics (GZD April 12, 
2000). Plate 41 presents a impeccably dressed businessman holding an electronic 
workpad looking seriously into somewhere else. The wordings at the very bottom 
state that "to be a successful modem person, one must have a pager, a mobile phone 
and a shangwutong workpad!”. The workpad facilitates the organisation of daily 
schedule systematically and the efficient management of information. 
To highlight the decorative function of products, the use of art in 
advertisements is common. As Marchand (1985: 140) asserts, the flirtation of 
advertising with modem art reflects the passion for alluring atmosphere and class 
association that characterises ensemble selling. By ensemble, he means that a product 
, draws its style image from association with surroundings which are organised into 
totalities or unities. Consumers acquire the ensembles of goods to match their self-
perceived status. For instance, plate 42 portrays the Statue of David holding a Nokia 
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phone to signify the charming body/appearance of the phone. In this way, although 
the phone itself does not convey an adequate prestige image, an aura of style is 
created around a product by turning to high art for the desired association. This kind 
of product-image format again places the product within a symbolic rather than a 
utilitarian setting. 
IV. PRIVATE CARS： RIDING ON THE TIDE OF CONSUMERISM 
Car Ownership 
In 1992, China had 1 million private cars. This figure jumped to 2 million in 
1994 and 3 million in 1996. Personal car purchase also increased from 37.5% of total 
sales to 48.9% within the short period from 1995 to 1997 (Li 1999: 97). It is 
estimated that the automobile industry will keep an annual growth of 20% up to 2010 
(IMI 1998: 1777). 
It is generally observed that car sales start to take off at the US$4,500-5,000 
GDP per capita range. In Guangzhou, with per capita GDP at about US$5,000-8,000, 
bona fide private car buyers have emerged (PEER 1998: 54). However, only about 
1.2% of Guangzhou families have taken the plunge into car ownership and the 
potential for growth remains high. Private car has become the next target for those 
who have completed their dream of home possession. "When will automobiles go 
into ordinary Chinese families" has also been a hot topic of discussion in the media 
(Jiang 1999). 
Analysis of GZD and YCW shows that the proportion of automobile 
. advertisements jumped from 2.85% in 1991 to 4.62% in 1999 (Figure 6a). This 
percentage is even higher if we look at advertisements in the middle class magazines 
(Figure 6b). In 1999，car advertisements consisted of 9.5% and 9.86% of total 
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advertisements in NW and CEC respectively, both as the third largest advertising 
category. Ownership of private cars is found to be essential to a good life as 
indicated by 18% of the surveyed Chinese elite by Asia Market Intelligence 
(Sampson and Hornby 1998b: 446). 
Although automobile advertisements appeared in early 1980s, they were 
mostly for production vehicles, such as vans and trucks. It was not until late 1980s 
that automobiles associating with leisure and consumption began to make appearance 
in newspaper advertisements. Their use as a production capital was soon replaced by 
an emphasis on the symbolic aspect. Plate 43 is an advertisement of Peugeot 
automobiles in 1989. Using a mix of the product-information and product-image 
format, the advertisement portrays two cars 一 a light truck at the back and an eight-
seat automobile in the front. Behind the two cars is the symbol of Peugeot, facing 
towards the brand name on the left. The juxtaposition of these images aims to build 
up Peugeot as "the symbol for the new generation of automobiles". This 
advertisement aptly represents a transition from an emphasis on utility to the 
symbolic. Nevertheless, consumers, or the car owners, remain absent in this 
advertisement. 
Who are the Owners? 
The Buick advertisement gives us a vivid portrayal of who the car owners are 
(plate 44). The largest picture portrays three persons in a spacious car. One lady is 
talking on her mobile and using a note pad computer. Sitting at the back are two men 
with business suit, one Chinese and one westerner, chatting freely. The 
. advertisement further depicts six snapshots of different persons riding in a Buick car 
at 8:50a.m., ten minutes before work starts. Accompanying each person is a brief 
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CHAPTER 6 CUL TIVA TING DIFFERENCES II： CONSUMING TECHNOLOGIES 
description of their occupational background and their activities undertaking in the 
car. 
The first person is a female lawyer busily reviewing the documents required 
in the 9:00a.m. meeting in the car. She finished her study in the States and now owns 
a law firm. The car facilitates her tight business schedule. The second person is a 
manager, who lives in the same area as his client. The spacious car allows him to 
bring his and his client's kids to school, and sometimes to provide a lift to other 
clients. The car has brought their relationship closer. The third person is an executive 
chatting with his friend about his golf glove. He possesses a full range of golf 
equipment and his friends love to play golf with him. Manager Zhang left the state 
unit and plunged into the private business world in early years. He easily falls asleep 
and with this car, he is able to have a good sleep by "sitting" on the third row of the 
car. Another lady is utilising travelling time on the road by having her breakfast in 
the car, which provides a little table. Being a middle management white collar, she 
has no time to enjoy the food despite Guangzhou's fame as the world of gourmet. 
The last person is a director reading newspaper while the car moves slowly on the 
congested Beijing road. 
The advertisement obviously addresses to the professionals and managers, 
like those persons described above. It is noticeable that at least three females are 
depicted in the advertisement. They are shown as independent, attractive looking and 
career-oriented. Under the market economy, some women excel themselves by the 
availability of new opportunities. Owing a car therefore becomes possible for a 
, minority of women. A survey shows that among the female car owners, about 32% 
are private entrepreneurs, followed by white collar employees and some actresses 
> 101 
CHAPTER 6 CUL TIVA TING DIFFERENCES II： CONSUMING TECHNOLOGIES 
(Jiang 1999: 44). This advertisement certainly takes care of the potential female 
buyers. 
Modernity is also interwoven as an underlying theme in the advertisement, as 
reflected in the slogan - "Buick. Modem spirit modem car". Modernity is further 
manifested through the associations with the tempo of urban life and the activities of 
urbanites portrayed in the advertisement. The car can take these busy modem people 
to participate in various activities, no matter it is to work or to play. It also serves the 
communication and integration function and facilitates socialising with people of 
similar group. Very often, cars are sold not for themselves as useful objects but in 
terms of the owners as social beings in different social relationships. 
Status Symbols 
The small number of car ownership undoubtedly renders private cars a status 
symbol in China. Cars are often advertised as "exhibiting outstanding and dignified 
success" (NW November 1，1999). The Audi example shows how such distinction is 
cultivated (plate 45). The car is placed in the centre of the advertisement, facing 
towards three other images at the left hand column. Down from the top are a western 
business suit and tie, a Rado watch and a pair of leather shoes. These images work 
metanomically to signify Europeaness, cultural sophistication and quality. The 
punchline of the advertisement reads: "France, Swiss and Italy. Germany, another 
'must-have' choice". The constellation of these European products serves as a proxy 
for prestige and high-quality, which are then linked to the quality of the German 
Audi. Possession of the car will have the same effect as wearing the French designed 
, suit, the Swiss watch and the Italian shoes. 
Foreign imported cars often function as a prominent status marker that bring 




















































































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 6 CUL TIVA TING DIFFERENCES II： CONSUMING TECHNOLOGIES 
drives a luxury Mercedes. When asked to explain why he has chosen the car, he 
notes that: “I need this kind of car for my job. I also desire the envy gaze from other 
people. I want to let them know the difference between an ordinary person and a 
successful entrepreneur. If I drive an ordinary car, who would still have the 
motivation to work hard and strive for success?" (Salazar 1995: 18). Despite the 
above view, it seems that from the car advertisements examined, a less conspicuous 
approach in the display of pride and prestige is very often adopted. 
Car as Person: Intelligent but Reserved 
Interestingly, many car advertisements adopt a personalised format by 
constantly comparing a car to a person. An Audi advertisement makes this explicit: 
"Car resembles the person who owns it. A person resembles his/her car. An 
outstanding person possesses an outstanding car" (CEC June 1996). The status of 
Audi car is said to match those who succeed on the basis of integrity, hard working 
and wisdom. The car and the owner manifest the qualities of each other. Similarly, 
the superiority of Volvo car is highlighted by correlating the car to an intelligent 
person, who is then implied as the owner of the car. Plate 46 entitled "Wise Man" 
(zhizhe) makes use of intelligence as a high status signal. The text emphasises that a 
wise person will never easily show his/her talent. He/she is cautious, treasures life as 
it is the most valuable asset, willing to face challenges as there will be no happiness 
and fortune without hard work and persistence. Volvo is said to be such a shrewd 
person. The text then goes on to elaborate the safety design of the car, which well 
suits the needs of a person of wisdom. As Gottdiener notes, expensive cars are often 
, advertised with concrete information on safety specifications, engineering attributes, 
motor specifications and the like (1995: 156). This quality / technology code serves 
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product and the consumers' perception of product superiority (Mortelmans 1998: 
198). 
Another Volvo advertisement targets those who desire subtle distinction 
(plate 47). The main legend reads: "Prominent honour does not need to be made 
widely known". The text at the bottom contrasts two kinds of person. One looks 
impressive merely in appearance, likes to exaggerate influence and fame, and is 
always complacent with just an insignificant result. The other is diligent, down to 
earth and will not show off even if there is well-known honour. Comparing the car to 
a person, Volvo is just like the latter kind of person, whose success results from hard 
work and is widely acknowledged. Along this vein, the heading of one of its latest 
advertisements (plate 48) reads: 
The more knowledgeable, the more reserved. Showing off is to affirm 
yourself by others' gaze. Possessing self-confidence so that there is no 
need to follow others' views and think like others. 
The advertisement further emphasises that this new car modal exemplifies the 
philosophy of subtlety in the way of being, where the charisma is hidden inside but 
not showy. 
The above examples demonstrate how far the emphasis on consumers can go. 
The "personified" qualities mentioned above overtly refer not to the car, but to the 
owner of the car. The car is supposed to have an influence on how one feels about 
oneself. By complimenting the car as a wise person, reserved and not showy, the 
advertisements invite us to read our individual qualities into the product, flattering 
that we have them in the first place. In this way, statements about objects are 
, translated into statements about types of consumer. 
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Desire for Freedom and Touristic Experience 
Apart from the cultivation of subtle distinction, superiority is also highlighted 
by the ability to go anywhere at anytime without constraint. Therefore, some private 
car advertisements target the new middle class by stressing freedom, without which 
their success would not be possible. For example, a new car modal promoted by the 
Dongfeng-Citroen Automobile Company, a Sino-French joint venture, is named 
“Free Person" {ziyou ren) (plate 49). It is said that the "Free Person" values 
individual freedom, pursues a high quality of life and is delinked from old thinking. 
These qualities of the car are then carried over to the owner of the car, as implied in 
the text that "human and car merge into one, and the car fulfils the human desire for 
freedom". 
The concept of freedom is further extended to include the ability to travel to 
somewhere else. Since the 1990s, tourism, both domestic and international, has been 
gaining popularity. Implementation of the "5-day work week" since 1996 has also 
increased car sales as people now have more leisure time to enjoy weekend travel. 
Driving to the countryside becomes a valued leisure activity. The Audi advertisement 
portrays pictures of exotic places in the Yunnan Province, where the Audi A6 car is 
strategically placed in this "foreign" setting with the minority ethnic group, their 
buildings and domicile (plate 50). These images create a sense of "elsewhereness". 
The "language of tourism" is also employed to cater for people's increasing interest 
in adventurous travelling. With this car, people can travel to very distant places {zou 
//iw少fl/走天涯)，and are invited to an escapist fantasy • a "Shangrila" away from the 
‘ city. Trying to experience a more primitive, basic and simple lifestyle different from 
urban life has become a fashion among the middle class. Certainly, they will not 
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CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION： BEYOND CONSUMPTION 
I. CONSUMPTION, ADVERTISING AND BEYOND 
The major empirical task of this study is to chart the development of urban 
consumer culture in China and to examine the lifestyles, consumption values and 
aspirations of the emergent new middle class, who try to define and assure who they 
are and how much they have achieved through the way they consume. Advertisements 
are valuable cultural documents and their forms and contents reflect changes in 
material culture, particularly consumer culture. 
Examined against the conditions of consumer culture identified by Rassuli and 
Hollander (1986: 5), it is not difficult to ascertain that consumer culture has flourished 
in China. First, a substantial population consumes at a level above survival and 
subsistence needs. During the past twenty years, China has experienced a complex 
process of economic, political and social change leading to the passage from 
austerity/scarcity to abundance/affluence. Disposable income has risen and the 
consumption of non-essential items has increased. More than 66% of the urban 
population belongs to xiaokang families in 1996 (Table 1). Second, people obtain 
goods and services for consumption through exchange rather than self-production. As 
survival is assured, the practices of consumption have become more diverse in their 
purposes and more expressive in intent. Basic material and instrumental imperatives 
to select efficiently and economically the means to satisfy "needs" have been 
superseded by more elaborate purposes to satisfy "desire". Thus, in the study of 
advertisements, a change from production-oriented objective information to 
, consumption-oriented subjective appeals has been noted. Consumers have cast off 
their sober, utilitarian outlook in favour of a new, more pleasure-minded consumption 
ethic. In Baudrillard's term, the real effect of consumption is signalled by the shift 
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from use value to sign value. Third, consumption is seen as acceptable and 
appropriate. The official stand towards consumption and advertising has changed 
from criticism as decadent and excessive to encouragement for the purpose of 
boosting national economic development. Advertising is also allowed as a marketing 
instead of a mere political tool. The consumption logic before and after reform is 
totally different. Finally, people tend to judge others and themselves in terms of their 
consuming lifestyles. This thesis has examined in particular the "positional goods" 
(Hirsch 1976)，i.e. goods which define social status in the upper reaches of society. 
Private housing, cars and the latest technologies are all such positional goods used as 
social symbols and status markers to demarcate differences with other social groups. 
This study also demonstrates a move from ownership of products to ownership of 
lifestyle, as evidenced in the increasing number of lifestyle advertisements. In terms 
of lifestyle, the middle/upper class is characterised by a habitus of distinction instead 
of a habitus of necessity. 
The most interesting thing of studying consumption and advertising concerns 
not only material acquisitions, but lies in the creation of new needs, aspirations and 
expectations relating to ways people live their life. Consumption therefore becomes 
an effective vantage point from which to embark on accounts of contemporary social 
and cultural life. Material influences provide the framework within which identities 
can be forged and new forms of personal relations are made possible. As Slater 
comments, "understanding consumer culture is...a matter of understanding the ways 
in which the meanings of things are part of the making of social relations and social 
order" (1997: 148). In China, the flow of material goods stimulates not only 
individual desires but also nurtures social networks challenging official discourse. 
Changing consumer behaviour enlarges the social space for urban Chinese to invest in 
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their own private initiatives and to express their tastes, ideals and values (Davis 2000: 
3). The study of consumption and advertising will in the end lead us to understand 
things beyond the mere level of material culture. 
II. SOCIAL STRATIFICATION AND THE CULTIVATION OF DIFFERENCES： 
TOWARDS THE CONSTRUCTION AND PURSUIT OF A MIDDLE CLASS WAY OF 
LIFE 
As the lens through which we understand contemporary urban China, 
consumption practices are inextricably linked to the changing stratification system in 
China. Studying consumption and advertising can shed light on the cultural dimension 
of stratification and the mechanism of social differentiation. The most prominent 
difference between pre-reform and reform era is that consumption and possession 
have gradually replaced political purity/affiliation in the definition of one's social 
status and group boundaries. Through consumption, the parameters of social 
stratification are redefined and reset. 
Using Hirsh's (1986) notion again, the positional goods in China have 
changed over the years. In the early years of reform when consumer goods were still 
scarce, those who could afford to consume big ticket items such as television and 
refrigerator were distinguished from those who could barely meet their daily 
subsistence. At that time, distinction was simply established through the ability to 
consume. In the early 90s, Chinese were busy repositioning themselves in order to 
find a better place in the new social order. After years of repositioning, now that 
people have started to stabilise in the new system based on a market economy of 
private wealth instead of socialist hierarchy and class politics. While people's income 
increases and everyone is frantically consuming, consumption itself can no longer be 
a sufficient distinguishing criterion. Large-scale tidal wave consumption ceased and 
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consumption practices diversified. Different social groups try to establish themselves 
by cultivating differences and tapping on various resources. 
Status propriety has become a major concern for this rising group. Initially, 
those with quick and spectacular gains were caught up in the frenzy of ostentatious 
display of their wealth. Many of them routinely engaged in conspicuous consumption. 
They frequented expensive restaurants and hotels and enjoyed displaying their luxury 
in public by wearing brand name clothes and jewels. They suddenly became highly 
visible in the society. In the advertisements examined, luxury has all along played an 
important role. Jewelry/decorative code, quality/technology code, distinction code, 
scarcity/exclusivity code (Mortelmans 1998) are often enlisted to create a superior and 
luxury image. Since the 1990s and with the stabilisation of the new economic system, 
more and more people acquire their wealth via professional knowledge and 
educational credentials. They are also status conscious, but prefer to express the sense 
of superiority in ways different from the nouveaux riche. 
From year 2000, China is said to have entered a ^osi-xiaokang era (Wu & Li 
1997: 30). This means that the basis of the middle class is expanding. The formation 
of new middle class becomes visible as reflected in the advertisements that target this 
group explicitly, which is usually referred to as "white collar", "boss", "managers" or 
"elite"...etc. The idea of a Chinese middle class constructed out of images, 
acquisitions and styles is emerging. Continued economic development eventually 
would create a large proportion of middle class with strong purchasing power, unique 
consumption patterns and distinct aspirations. 
, There are several reasons as to why consumption is so prominent among the 
middle class and worth paying attention to. First, their number is larger than that of 
the upper class with the highest income. Besides, they adopt a forward looking 
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attitude towards consumption, i.e. they always try to surpass the current level of living 
and pursue their ideal way of life. In this way, they also consume some luxury items 
which are normally consumed by the really rich group. Lying in the middle level of 
social structure, the middle class exerts considerable influences upon the consumption 
experience and practices of other social groups. The upper middle class produces a 
demonstration effect to the lower middle class constituted largely by non-managerial 
white collars, who are eager to achieve "respectability". People imagine themselves 
on a social escalator to greater wealth and prestige with new economic opportunities. 
Advertisements play a key role in socialising the aspiring class to pursue the middle 
class way of life. In the absence of traditional authority, advertising, with its pervasive 
and persuasive character, has become a social guide that quickly fills the gap. Some 
recent "consumption fevers", such as travelling, exercising and body shaping, are in 
fact the result of the changing lifestyle of the middle class. The middle class has 
played a key role in the development of consumer culture. 
III. NEW SENSIBILITIES AND OUTLOOK 
StyUsation, Aestheticisation and the Cultivation of a Lifestyle 
In studying the rise of style in the context of American society, Ewen (1990) 
contends that style has become a critical factor in the definitions of self. Style is seen 
as a powerful mode of self-expression, a way in which people establish themselves in 
relation to others. As one encounters with other people - intimates and strangers alike 
-style is a way of stating who one is in terms of status and class. Style is a device by 
, which we judge and are judged by others. It is "worn on the surfaces of our bodies; it 
organises the space in which we live; it permeates the objects of our daily lives" 
(1990: 43). In short, it makes up a way of life characterised by stylisation, which 
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involves the adoption of an identifiable and admired set of practices perceived as 
common to a "style group". 
Featherstone notes that among the new middle class is a fraction of the "new 
cultural intermediaries" who have a fascination for artists' and intellectuals' lifestyles 
and an interest in the stylisation of their lives. Their lifestyles focus on identity, 
appearance, presentation of self, fashion, design and decor. They spend time to 
cultivate a sense of taste which is flexible, distinctive and capable of keeping abreast 
of the plethora of new styles, experiences, and symbolic goods which consumer 
culture and the culture industries continue to generate (1991: 108-109). They are 
relatively successful in their grasp of symbolic capital based on educational 
qualifications. 
With the rise in level of affluence, the art of living and the quality of life are 
increasingly placed before the standard of living. Consumption is usually "beyond the 
standard goods" and more attention is paid to style and taste, and the display of 
individual differences through consumption (Zhao 1997: 52). Emerging market in 
stylised goods provides consumers with many symbolic meanings to be selected and 
juxtaposed in the assembling of a public self. Moreover, stylish goods are often 
consumed not simply as individual items, but as part of consumption constellations, or 
as an ensemble. 
Similar to western countries, success with style is the ethos created for the 
Chinese middle class. As noted in Chapter 4，"taste" and "style" (pinwei) have 
become a popular subject of discussion. Notions of style frequently appear in 
, advertisements. For example, in housing advertisements, potential home buyers are 
always portrayed as aligning themselves with an imagined community of stylish, like-
minded people. Consuming properly and stylishly has become so important that 
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consumption know-how has become a cultural capital to master. The middle class 
enjoys the skills and pleasures of consumption by actively appropriating and 
reworking commodities to construct a lifestyle which expresses its identity, without 
following the fad impetuously. 
From the present study, aestheticisation is most commonly seen in the 
consumption of technologies, in particular, of high-tech information technologies. 
The new middle class favour consumer goods such as private cars，mobile phones, 
computers, internet, home appliances...etc. not only because they could enhance 
efficiency and save their time or energy so that they have more leisure time, but also 
that these products signify a fashionable style of life enriched by technology. In the 
study of advertisements, the products' aestheticism with the home environment is 
often stressed. For some other products, the decorative function is highlighted by an 
emphasis on their aesthetic qualities and appearance. 
Bourdieu (1984) notices that the upper middle class, with its more abstract and 
reflexive consciousness, is concerned largely with the aesthetic dimensions of 
consumption. Those with higher cultural capital will adopt a Kantian approach to 
objects in the world. Daniel Miller (1987: 149) puts it clearly that "the Kantian 
aesthetic is one of refusal, a foregoing of the immediate pleasure of the sensual and 
the evident in favour of a cultivated and abstracted appropriation through an achieved 
understanding.... The overt display of wealth and consumption by Veblen's leisure 
class is challenged by a more subtle, detached and inconspicuous form to be 
appreciated only by those sufficiently cultivated or civilized". One learns to take a 
. contemplative, evaluative distance from things. Featherstone also discusses the 
"aestheticisation of everyday life" whereby standards of "good style", "good design", 
"good taste" have come to invade every aspect of our life (1991: 68-72). There is no 
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exception for the Chinese advertisements targeting the middle class. The construction 
of an ambience of or around an object or activity that is aesthetically, spiritually or 
emotionally pleasing is very common. Pleasure, or the quality of the experience, 
supersedes all other criteria motivating consumption. 
Cultural Refinement and Sophistication 
The middle class in China construct their social position through the 
promotion of a particular style of life related to the acquisition of cultural rather than 
economic capital. They are always "looking forward" to search for the cultural 
hallmarks that they like to see themselves associate with. They set a high value on 
activity that can be read as a signal of self-actualisation. The habitus of the cultural 
specialists within the new middle class points to a flexible, learning mode towards life 
(Featherstone 1991: 109). For example, the construction of an ideal home which is 
sports and health-oriented resembles the so-called "sporters" identified in Wynnes's 
study of a middle class community whose involvement in leisure practices is a 
"learning mode" towards life and attempts at "becoming" (Wynne 1998: 141). 
Cultural refinement is closely related to learning and education. It is 
recognised in advertisements that one's educational level, intellectual curiosity and 
intelligence are highly valued. Possessing "inner substance" and being culturally 
polished are more important than an extravagant "outer look". As a result, some 
businessmen with lower education are keen on improving social status through better 
education of their children. They actively want to acquire more cultural capital 
through their financial capital. 
On the other hand, those with better education are anxious to differentiate 
themselves from the nouveaux riche. They like to enjoy life which is not excessive or 
totally hedonistic. They do not pursue the most expensive, but the most sophisticated 
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and perfect. They emphasise quality - a delicate quality. For example, luxurious 
housing is often marketed as sophisticated as reflected in the frequently appeared 
slogan - jingpin haozai (精品豪宅）.Cultural sophistication is often equated with 
possession of foreign products, especially European goods; but it is also blended with 
Chinese characteristics. For example, the possession of jade is regarded as of a 
superior taste. Such consumption tastes are gaining importance in middle class 
identification and formation. 
To summarise, the developing consumer culture among the new middle class 
exhibits three forms of cultural capital as noted by Bourdieu, namely, embodied state 
(style of presentation, mode of speech, beauty), objectified state (cultural goods like 
pictures, books, buildings...etc) and institutionalised state (educational qualifications) 
(1987: 243). 
Cosmopolitanism 
Cosmopolitanism is defined as "the development of ways of living and 
thinking, styles of life which are deracinated from communities and cultures of origin, 
from conventional living, from family and home centredness, and .... a culturally 
prosmicuous life, drawing on diverse ideas, traditions and innovations" (Zubaida 
1999: 15-16). A cosmopolitan person is thus "multilingual, multicultural, at home in 
different milieus and who has wide interests across cultural and national boundaries" 
(Zubaida 1999: 15). The freedom from national limitations can take a number of 
forms. The most prominent one is cosmopolitanism associated with a wide range of 
consumption goods and related identities. 
‘ The middle class in China, many of them working in foreign-invested 
enterprises or having studied overseas, are the first to expose themselves to a foreign 
culture and experience international patterns of mass consumption with global brand 
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names. Advertisements frequently convey an image of "foreignness and worldiness" 
by portraying a foreign life or by associating with foreigners and their sensibilities 
towards life. 
Albeit not the subject of this study, it is noted that shopping centres and malls 
in Guangzhou are highly cosmopolitan in its design, display and the selling of goods. 
For example, a mall in the Tianhe district consists of many criss-crossing shopping 
streets, each is given a name such as "Sydney Street", "New York Street", "London 
Street"...etc. To construct and maintain the consumers' images as modem citizens, 
importance is always attached to the consumption of metropolitaneity. The newly 
built mass transit railway in Guangzhou also leads people to various shopping centres 
built on top, many of which are designed with a foreign ambience, such as Thai or 
Japanese style shopping plaza (GZD March 30, 2000), in order to satisfy the "tourist 
gaze" of the middle class (Urry 1990). 
Finally, it should be noted that this cosmopolitan outlook is too easily 
associated with the thesis of westernisation or americanisation. In fact, the middle 
class in China is also seeking a Chinese cultural belonging and trying to absorb the 
best of the two cultures. The global-local interaction is clearly in operation here. 
IV. THE POLITICS OF CONSUMPTION 
As stated in Chapter 3, both text and context of consumption in China have to 
be examined in order to yield a more fruitful analysis. As such, the sensibilities and 
outlook elucidated above cannot be understood out of the context, particularly the 
, socio-political milieu. In fact, consumerism has carried more socio-political meanings 
in China than in other western countries (Yan 2000: 161). 
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The turbulence of China's contemporary history has created very distinct 
generations of people with similar experience, which in turn have a strong influence 
on their attitudes. The communist ideological indoctrination in the 1950s, the Great 
Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 70s, and the experience of 
consumer choice in the 1980s arising from China's opening up, have had an impact on 
the mind-set of different generations and their consumer behaviour. Schutte & 
Ciarlante (1998: 139) propose that there are three segmentations. The first is the 
"socialist" generation bom before 1945, followed by the "lost" generation bom 
between 1945 and 1960, and finally the "lifestyle" generation bom after 1960. 
Despite the varied political imprints on different cohorts, all Chinese people 
are more or less influenced by the orthodox Communist ideology. It should be 
reminded that the fundamental purpose of economic reform is to increase national 
wealth and improve people's living standard. The move towards a consumer society 
has never been the original intent. Rather, under the Communist doctrine, consumer 
culture was synonymous with wastefulness, money worship and excessive 
materialism. Consumption was usually described as "hyper-consumption", "in-
advance consumption" and associated with self-indulgent "morbid personality" (Zeng 
etal. 1997: 191). 
Similar to Wang Shouguang's (1995: 152) study of leisure in China, 
consumption was under tight state control by regulating the amount of consumption, 
the forms of consumption and the content of consumption. The amount of 
consumption was regulated via limited and controlled supply of products. The forms 
, of consumption were standardised and restricted to a collective basis. The content of 
consumption was limited to some permissible items only. For example, in the 1980s 
the Ministry of Culture criticised advertisements that were "depraved and sexual in 
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nature, and in stinking bourgeois lifestyles dedicated to nothing more than having a 
good time, drinking, resting, and hedonism" (Schell 1984: 172). The government also 
launched other sporadic campaigns to denounce conspicuous consumption among the 
new rich. It was therefore politically dangerous to consume goods and enjoy pastimes 
in a carefree mood and a conspicuous manner. 
However, the old order maintained by stringent state control over the economy 
and everyday life has been gradually broken up by market forces under China's 
"market socialism" policy. As political hindrances decline, consumption activities 
have been diversified. People have "unleashed previously suppressed emotions, 
expressed previously hidden desires, and pursued previously disallowed interests" 
(Wang 1995: 166). The word "consumption" has evolved from a negative connotation 
to a positive one. At the state level, it is regarded as a productive social activity 
beneficial to the national economy. Now that consumption has been lifted to an 
unprecedently high level by the state to stimulate domestic consumption and speed up 
the sluggish economy, with "spend and consume" as the official message. At the 
individual level, consumption now connotes good life, enjoyment and pleasure. 
People's way of life has changed from one of asceticism to one of aestheticism. 
Wei & Pan (1999: 78) offer another insight into this change of consumption 
logic. Against the background of continued political oppression following the 1989 
Tiananmen crackdown, they opine that the pursuit of consumption as a way of life or 
as a means of self-actualisation is a politically meaningful choice, which does not 
overtly confront the official communist ideology. It is in the sphere of consumption 
. that many will seek to express their sense of freedom, their individuality and self-
consciousness. They follow the official discourse on the establishment of a market 
economy to legitimise their fever of consumption and show their indifference to the 
118 
CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION： BEYOND CONSUMPTION 
communist rhetoric. Paradoxically, the official discourse suffocated personal 
consumption in the past; but stimulates consumption nowadays. 
Despite people's eagerness for consumption, the Asia Market Intelligence 
survey finds that people show a sense of coyness when asked whether they agree with 
the statement "I want people to know I am wealthy". In Guangzhou, as many as 79% 
of people disagree with the sentence (Sampson and Hornby 1998a: 76). Another 
survey conducted by the "zero point" survey company also finds that many white-
collar in foreign enterprises with a monthly salary as high as 3,000 to 5,000 yuan 
RMB addressed themselves as "salaried class", which often refers to ordinary workers 
with a monthly salary of only hundreds yuan. One possible reason could be that 
wealth has been politically incorrect for decades and there is still anxiety and 
reservation about conspicuous consumption and the showing off of wealth. People 
may still worry about the reversal of state policy and the unpredictable private market. 
Some concern that they would become the target of criticism, like those new rich and 
tycoons who displayed an extravagant style of life in the early years of reform. Some 
therefore would not dare to proceed too far and seek retreat. The legacies of political 
influences explain why the middle class tend to avoid conspicuous luxury 
consumption and incline to draw on cultural resources instead of socioeconomic 
resources in cultivating distinction. 
V. CONSUMPTION WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS 
In a socialist society like China, western theories can only be drawn upon with 
caution. What we need is to modify and adapt existing theories to suit the Chinese 
context. Examination of the China case provides considerable materials and evidence 
for qualifying and disputing many of the theoretical arguments made in the literature. 
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Western theories such as those developed by Veblen and Bourdieu are 
modelled on a relatively stable political economy and may not be suitable for China's 
situation where abrupt changes have been the norm. The class structure of China is 
undergoing a dramatic transformation and reconstruction instead of a reproduction as 
delineated in Bourdieu's study of French society. The formation of middle class in 
China is still in infancy. As such, consumption tastes are at times chaotic and eclectic. 
For China, it may be premature to map the differences between goods onto 
differences between social groups and to assert how habitus enhances social 
reproduction as social class formation is still in flux. 
Veblen's view of consumption assumes that the main interest of consumers is 
social climbing and status competition through emulation. Individuals are assumed to 
be continually engaged in the making of invidious comparisons between themselves 
and those "with whom they are in the habit of classing themselves" and consequently 
striving to outdo their peers (Veblen 1975: 103). In order to impress others with one's 
wealth it must be manifestly exhibited in the form of pecuniary strength, something 
which requires the individual to engage in conspicuous and wasteful consumption. 
This is not entirely the situation in China. Advertisements studied reveals that 
reservedness and not being showy are regarded as virtues and increasingly valued. 
Zhao Bin (1997: 47) describes the new kind of consumerism in China as 
"Confucian consumerism" because it bears the imprints of China's traditional values 
concerning families and human relations. While studying advertisements, the old 
values of discipline, character building，self-reliance, hard work and gradual 
accumulation towards security and wealth still appear from time to time and are not 
totally subordinated to the new values of pleasure, external appearance and 
achievement through consumption. Rather, we see modification of these old values 
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instead of a total rejection and denial. For example, people are proud of what they 
have accomplished through years of hard work and the ability to construct their ideal 
lifestyle in their own way. There is also a strong aspiration for self-ftilfilment and 
actualisation, despite the emphasis on pleasure. 
An interview with Mr. Wang Shi by the New Weekly under its "Magnate" 
section well illustrates the mentality of a significant portion of the middle class. Now 
aged 33, he left from his working unit in Guangzhou and managed to establish a real 
estate company. He positions himself as the "middle class". For him, middle class is 
"professionally the cornerstone in a society", who "lead a stable and satisfactory 
material life, and on this basis, pursue other interests such as reading and sports" (NW 
June 1，1999: 40). He thinks that excessive wealth will lead to traumatic consequences 
and will hinder relationship with family and friends. Therefore, he prefers to receive 
regular salary as a managing director and stay as the middle class, instead of endlessly 
engaging in the pursuit of wealth. This sensibility is very different from that espoused 
be Veblen, where wealth demonstration is used as the single most effective means to 
establish distinction. 
The middle class in Guangzhou assembled via advertisements are young, 
energetic, professional, competent and rich. While money is seen as providing a 
certain "comfort level" symbolising and rewarding their professional success, money 
is not all they want. Making money is only a means of achieving their ideal lifestyle. 
"Make money, spend hard" {nengzeng huihua / 肯tjf f 花）has become the motto for 
the new middle class. How and what they consume are considered crucial. Here 
‘ cultural boundaries are drawn in the process of consumption. For them, achieving 
self-improvement, self-development and personal transformation are most relevant. 
They are therefore interested in cosmopolitan activities and self-enrichment, e.g. 
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having a chance to travel, to leam foreign languages, to use the latest technologies, to 
discover various cultural traditions and to widen one's horizons. 
Mike Featherstone notes that the new middle classes are distinguished by their 
pursuit of expressive and liberated lifestyles: "Rather than imreflexively adopting a 
lifestyle, through tradition or habit, the new heroes of consumer culture make lifestyle 
a life project and display their individuality and sense of style in the particularity of 
the assemblage of goods, clothes, practices, experiences, appearance and bodily 
dispositions they design together into a lifestyle" (1991: 86). Having said that, there is 
clearly a distinction of lifestyle practices between those whose social positions result 
from economic capital (wealth) and those derived from cultural capital (education and 
learning) due to the diverse background of the new middle class advancing socially 
via different strategies. As a result, the composition of capital and the social trajectory 
of the new middle class have to be taken into consideration in future agenda. 
VI. SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES 
This study offers some insights on the emerging features of the middle class 
consumer culture that stand out in the analysis of print advertisements, which covers a 
significant twenty-year period after China's economic reform. It is made explicitly in 
Chapter 3 that I do not intend to generalise these observations and findings to other 
parts of China as the data are largely obtained from Guangzhou-based print media 
and regional disparity in China is expected. As noted earlier, this study should be read 
as a regional-specific analysis. 
, In consideration of the methodology adopted for this study, it is difficult, nor 
do I have sufficient data, to decide which status signals, or what kind of capital 
(economic, symbolic or cultural), are most valued by the middle class in China in 
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cultivating distinction. Having said that, the study does not preclude us to conclude 
that while socioeconomic resources are definitely important, the display of cultural 
capital is increasingly prized. This seems to be a rather different means of cultivating 
differences as compared to the situations in Hong Kong, where cultural capital is 
rarely portrayed in the advertisements as high status signal. Besides, advertisements in 
Hong Kong are generally observed to be more conspicuous in highlighting the elite 
status and differences with other social groups. One explanation could be the possible 
political influences that still haunt the Chinese middle class unnoticeably. 
This study adopts content analysis and semiotic analysis to understand the 
symbolic reality and the constructed middle class as manifested in advertisements. 
Results are also validated by comparison to the objective reality. For instance, the 
desire for learning and education is reflected in parents' expectation on their children 
to obtain a higher educational qualification. The subtlety in expressing distinction is 
resonated in the political influences on the middle class. A richer and more detailed 
portrayal will have to be discovered through more extensive research utilising other 
research methods that lead us to an understanding of the world-view of the consumers. 
It is noted that meanings ascribed to goods and services cannot be easily established 
without talking with, and observing people engaged in, the practical activity of 
consumption. It will therefore be encouraging to see more systematic study on 
particular consumption practices in future. Besides, as the present study looks only 
into consumption related to housing and technological products, other spheres of 
consumption such as shopping, travelling, fashion...etc. will be equally worth 
exploring. 
The new experience of consumption exerts a great impact on gender relations 
in China. As Croll points out (1995: 151), consumption highlights individual 
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differences and sexual difference, in contrast to uniformity and gender sameness. 
Gender identities are reinscribed in the process of consumption. In the marketing of 
home and technologies, the modem middle class Chinese women are portrayed as 
active consumers in this process of rapid marketisation and commodification. 
However, consumerism seems to be too readily viewed as the promotion of a new 
type of femininity predicated upon the consumption of a variety of products and 
services. It should be noted that the middle class male is every bit as pleasurably 
involved in the world of goods as the female. 
Recently, Nanfang Daily has reported on the "zero saving group", who are 20 
to 30 years of age with a relatively high income but rarely save. They frantically 
involve in the most stylist consumption such as fashion, cosmetics, travelling and 
body shaping. They are confident of their higher educational standard and are willing 
to spend in self-education and further training. They are receptive to new things and 
resourceful in all sorts of consumption information. They do not mind spending each 
and every dollar on things that they perceive as of refined taste {Nanfang Daily 
August 28, 1999). The formation of different lifestyle groups such as this may become 
a trend. 
Another group worth paying attention in fliture studies is the so-called "s-
generation". They are single children in the cities created by the one-child policy 
introduced since 1980s. As the "little emperors" at home, parents, or even 
grandparents, invest heavily in their health and education. According to a survey 
conducted by the State Statistical Bureau of five major cities in 1998, urban Chinese 
, spend an average of 24.2% of their total family income on children (PEER 1998: 70). 
The singletons become the first generation brought up with the rapid development of 
mass consumption and will mature in the twenty-first century. They are spoilt 
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materially and are insatiable consumers of the latest fads. At the same time, they will 
be the best educated generation in China's history and the highest earners. Their 
habitus will have a different impact on their consumption behaviour. It is expected 
that continuous improvement in the level of affluence may render social distinction 
less prominent, while consumption as pleasure and play will be stressed. Future 
studies should not ignore this budding generation of consumers. 
China's imminent accession into the World Trade Organisation will further 
open up its market, bring in more business opportunities and strengthen the nascent 
new middle class in the process of continuous urbanisation, modernisation and 
globalisation. All these developments will inevitably expedite the spread of 
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